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He is an artist to his finger-tips,
and the Philistine disturbs the air he
breathes.--Ernest Newman in "Oscar Wilde;
A Literary Appreciation," 1895.
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OSCAR WILDE'S POEMS: THE DECADENT ELEMENT
WILDE AND DECADENCE
Oscar Wilde--a product of aestheticism, Walter Pater, and the
French decadents-today occupies a curious but significant niche both
in the literature of England and in the literature of the world. Al
though Wilde (throughout his career) was predominantly a writer of
poetry, he also composed essays, plays, a novel, and fairy tales. How-
2
ever, when he published his initiatory volume, Poems (the bulk of his
verse), in 1881, he became what he was apparently determined to be,
what by Victorian society, in general, he was recognized as being:
namely, an avatar of aestheticism. Wilde's interest in aestheticism
began at Oxford, where he lived amid his legendary blue china and read
^ Frances Winwar, Poor Splendid Hings (Boston: Little, Brown and
Co., 1933), p. 386.
Wilde's poems consist of his "collected" (earlier) and "un-*
collected" (later) verse. The first complete edition of his poems
was published by Methuen and Company in 1908.
Poems (1881) was exquisite in white vellum binding, wide margins,
Dutch handmade paper, and a cover device of gold prune blossoms,
designed by Wilde himself. Expressing further interest in the
aesthetic "cover device," which was very much in vogue during the
fin de si^cle, Wilde, in The Picture of Dorian Gray, ed. Gerald
Weales (New York: The New American Library, 1962), p. 60, describes
"a copy of Les Cent Nouvelles, bound for Margaret of Valois by
Clovis Eve and powdered with the gilt daisies that Queen had selected
for her device." See Joris Karl Huysmans' account of unique and
ornate book coverings in Against the Grain, ed, Havelock Ellis (New
York; Hartsdale House, 1931), p. 245.
3
Rossetti collected (Chinese) "blue" porcelain in the 1860's;
Andrew Lang wrote Ballades in Blue China in 1873.
such authors as Charles Baudelaire, Dante Gabriel Rossettl, Algernon
C. Swinburne, and Pater, whose Studies In the History of the Renais
sance (1873) was his '"golden book"—"the very flower of decadence."'^
Upon graduation, he became an apostle of beauty to the Philistines.
Wearing long hair, knee breeches, silk stockings, and carrying a lily
In his hand, he dramatized the ideas of the aesthetic philosophers
and launched a campaign of self-advertisement.^ As a result, all five
editions of Poems were quickly sold.
Apart from its success with a curious public. Poems* reception
was mostly unfavorable. Philistine readers, unable to understand its
extravagant and venturous admiration of beauty, entirely missed its
meaning. Too ill-equipped to apply a fitting standard of value to
Poems, reviewers inappropriately judged its aesthetic (or decadent)
contents "within a critical frame of reference dominated by considera
tions of literature as a form of moral enlightenment, in which sincerity
was essential."^
4
.Quoted in Karl Beckson, ed.,.Aesthetes and Decadents of the 1890's
(New York: Vintage Books, 1966), p. xxviii. Pater's Studies^Tn the
History of the Renaissance will hereafter be referred to as The Renais-*
sance.
^ Wilde denied ever having walked down Piccadilly with a lily in
his hand. Boris Brasol, in Qgcar Wilde ; The Man, The Artist, The
Martyr (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1938), p. 165, quotes
Wilde as follows: '"The great and difficult thing was what I achieved—
to make the whole world believe I had done it."'
^ Karl Beckson, ed., Oscar Wilde: The Critical Heritage (New York:
Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1970), p. 2.
The Athenaeum--for example--in noting that the "worst faults" of
WildeVs poems were "artificiality and insincerity,"^ failed to recognize
Q
that Wilde--as a decadent --held these very characteristics "to be the
central virtues of his art and The Spectator, in observing that Poems
was "devoid of true passion," almost without "genuine emotion, and con
stituted entirely out of sensuous images and pictures strung together
with so little true art that they" reminded "one more of a number of
totally different species of blossoms accumulated on the same stem, than
of any cluster of natural flowers,neglected to consider that in
Wilde's opinion, "all bad poetry" sprang "from genuine feeling;"^^ that
"insincerity" was "simply a method" by which one could "multiply" his
12personality (the idea of the mask, which W. B. Yeats later adapted
to his philosophy). "Artificiality, or self-consciousness, lay at the
^ Ibid., p. 34.
g
William York Tindall, in Forces in Modern British Literature,
1885-1956 (New York: Vintage Books, 1947), p. 16, notes that "deca
dent" was "an epithet applied by Philistine malice to impressionists
and aesthetes."
9 The Critical Heritage, p. 4.
10
Ibid., p. 42.
Ibid., p.- 1.
lb id.
heart of styleand style, not sincerity, was relevant to the aesthet
ic experience.
Despite the fact that reviewers were Incapable of adequately
judging Poems, they seemingly were aware that the aesthetic movement
14
developed gradually and finally crystallized in Poems. For instance,
Punch--emphasizing that Poems contained the same scandalous qualities
as those of Poems and Ballads in 1866--dubbed it '"Swinburne and
Water.The Athenaeum said of the volume: "Mr. Wilde's . . . poems
may be regarded as the evangel of a new creed. From other gospels it
differs in coming after, instead of before, the cult It seeks to es
tablish."^^ And The Academy--notine that Wilde represented "the newest
development of academical aesthetlcl8m"--expressed the view that his
verse would be read with the "purpose of discovering what these new
teachers have to say."^^
Wilde found an opportunity to spread his aestheticism when, in
1882 (the year following the publication of Poems), he delivered a
13
Stanley Weintraub, ed.. Literary Criticism of Oscar Wilde
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1968), p. xxii.
The aesthetic movement or decadence cannot be circumscribed by
definite dates. See Barbara Charlesworth's Dark Passages; The Decadent
Consciousness in Victorian Literature (Madison and Milwaukee: University
of Wisconsin Press, 1965), pp. xili-xvi.
Quoted in The Critical Heritage, p. 3
The Critical Heritage. p. 33.
Ibid., p. 38.
lecture on "The English Renaissance of Art," for the first time, at
Chickering Hall, New York. One of Wilde*s best discussions of his
aestheticism, this essay--which states his fundamental literary aims--
should be read as a preface to Poems and to his later, "iincollected,"
verse, as well. According to Brasol, it (significantly) shpwis that
as early as 1882, Wilde's aesthetic theories had reached
a state of complete structuralisation. To these ideas he
continued to adhere throughout his entire literary career;
whatever else, in subsequent years, he may have written
about art and artists, be it in that peerless Envoi to
Rennell Rodd's Rose-Leaf and Apple-Leaf, or in his eloquent
defence of Mr. Wainewright's strange addiction to "pen,
pencil and poison," or even in Dorian Gray--came merely
as an elaboration of these basic tenets.
Wilde--in "The English Renaissance of Art"—describes the movement
of which he is a part as "romantic" and a "Renaissance" (a renaissance
• 19inspired by Pater's The Renaissance) , and explains why it is both a
Renaissance and romantic:
I call it our English Renaissance because it is indeed
a sort of new birth of the spirit of man, like the great
Italian Renaissance of the fifteenth century, in its
desire for a more gracious and comely way of life, its
passion for physical beauty, its exclusive attention to
form, its seeking for new subjects for poetry, new fonns
of art, new intellectual and imaginative enjoyments:
18
19
P. 105.
See "Charlesworth, p. 59. Wilde's desire to be a man of
the "new Renaissance"—a "Renaissance" inspired by Pater--may
have been his reason for writing Poems (1881), the general pattern
of which parallels Dorian's "search for sensations" in The Picture
of Dorian Gray.
and I call it our romantic movement because it is
bur most recent expression of beauty.
An analysis of this paragraph and the ensuing discussion reveals that
Wilde does not use "romantic" in the ordinary sense of the word but
employs it to denote his decadent sensibility--a sensibility which is
a development of romanticism,romanticism made extraordinary,^^
or later romanticism.^^ In The Romantic Agony, Praz explains how
romanticism proper differs from later romanticism or decadence:
In the former, . . . 'besides sexual pathology, the
macabre and the diabolical, there existed ideals of liberty,
of humanity, of justice and of purity which fought against
the pathological interest and alternated with it'; but, as
the century proceeds, there gradually makes itself felt 'the
aesthetic conception of a life to be lived as passion and
imagination, as beauty and poetry, which is in fact the
opposite of real life. . . .' In other words, the theory
of Art for Art's sake steadily gained ground, and, by
criticizing all literary inspiration that was dictated by
ethical ideals as being due to intrusions of the practical,
destroyed such barriers as dammed up the morbid tendencies
of Romantic sensibility, thus leading to the progressive
cooling of the passionate quality with which the first of
the Romantics had invested eveii morbid themes, and finally
to the crystallization of the whole of the movement into
set fashion and lifeless decoration.
20
Oscar Wilde, Miscellanies, ed. Robert Ross (London: Dawsons
of Pall Mall, 1969), pp. 243-244.
21
Mario Praz, The Romantic^Agony« tr. Angus Davidson (London:
Oxford University Press, 1954), P« vii.
Tindall, p. 16
no
Praz, p. XV.
24
Ibid.
"The English Renaissance of Art" is an underlining of the principle
of art for art's sake. Stressing conscious control in artistic pro
duction as opposed to the spontaneous expression of romanticism proper,
Wilde points out that his movement is characterized by a "love of defi
nite conception," "clearness of vision," and an "artistic sense of
25
limit;" that "it is a reaction against the empty conventional work
manship, the lax execution of previous poetry and painting.William
Wordsworth--Wilde indicates--is guilty of this "lax execution." When
27he defines poetry as "'emotion remembered in tranquility,he is
analyzing only one of the stages through which imaginative work must
pass. On the other hand, when John Keats expresses his desire "'to
compose without this fever,"' to substitute for his poetic ardor
28
more thoughtful and quiet power,'" he is describing the most important
step in the development of the artist. Edward Coley Burne-Jones,
Th^ophile Gautier, William Morris, Rossetti, Swinburne, and Alfred
Tennyson all demonstrate this conscious control in their artistic
creations.
Besides controlled form, Wilde elaborates on conscious choice of
subject matter. He observes that the "Renaissance" artist--unlike the
romantic (proper) who subordinates his individual interests to moral
Miscellanies, p* 247.
Ibid., p. 253.
Quoted in Miscellanies. p. 254.
28 Ibid.
or social concerns--keeps "aloof from the social problems of the day."
Occupying a "realm" of his own, he recognizes that there is an "absolute
29
difference between the world of art and the world of real fact."
Conscious that all things are not appropriate subjects for poetry, he
admits "into the secure and sacred house of Beauty . . . nothing that
is harsh or disturbing, nothing that gives pain, nothing that is de-
batable, nothing about which men argue." He rejects the idea that
art should be "more in harmony with modern progress and civilization"
31
and that it should be "the mouthpiece ... of humanity." Transitory
considerations are of no interest to the artist of the "Renaissance",
who regards "the present" as not "a whit more real than the past."
"All time" and "all existence" furnish subjects for his art (a method
later used by T. S. Eliot):
Whatever of life and passion the world has known,
in desert of Judaea or ... by the rivers of Troy or
... in the crowded and hideous streets of a modern city
or by the pleasant ways of Camelot—all lies before him
like an open scroll, and is still instinct with beautiful
life. He will take of it what is salutary for his own
spirit, no more; choosing some facts and rejecting others
with the calm artistic control of one who is in possession
of the secret of beauty.
Miscellanies, p. 256.
Ibid., p. 257,
Ibid., p. 263.
Ibid., pp. 256-257.
Basic to Wilde's artistic theory (as expressed in "The English
Renaissance of Art") is the belief that art is independent of morality
and that art is above morality. Objecting to a "moral sense" or "moral
supervision" in art, Wilde emphasizes that the ultimate goal in art is
"artistic effect":
Any element of morals or implied reference to a
standard of good or evil in art is often a sign of a
certain incompleteness of vision, often a note of
discord in the harmony of an imaginative creation;
for all good work aims at a purely artistic effect.
"Artistic effect"--Wilde affirms—is realizable as beauty or joy in art,
In poetry, "joy" comes "from an inventive handling of rhythmical Ian-
guage, from what Keats called the 'sensuous life of verse';'" • in
painting, "joy" is found in "pictorial charm"--"the wonder of . . .
35colour, the satisfying beauty of . . . design." Too, "art comes . . ,
professing primarily to give nothing but the highest quality to one's
36moments, and for these moments' sake." Only by seeking beauty (the
spirit of art) is it possible to escape the "discord and despair" of a
"torn and troubled" Philistine world.37
These aesthetic theories (and others) propounded by Wilde in
"The English Renaissance of Art" provide a fundamental definition of
Ibid., p. 267.
34
Ibid., p. 261.
Ib^., p. 260.
^ Ibid., p. 274.
Ibid., p. 271.
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decadence. However, it is helpful--in order to better understand
Wilde's poems--to consult additional important materials on decadence.
For example—a classic essay is Arthur Symons' "The Decadent Move
ment in Literature" (1893). Illuminating the contemporary notion on
decadence, Symons writes:
If what we call the classic is indeed the supreme
art—those qualities of perfect simplicity, perfect
sanity, perfect proportion, the supreme qualities--
then, this representative literature of to-day, interesting,
beautiful, novel as it is, is really a new and beautiful
and interesting disease.
Healthy we cannot call it, and healthy it does not
wish to be considered. . . . For its very disease of
form, this literature is certainly typical of a civiliza
tion grown over-luxurious, over-inquiring, too languid for
the relief of action, too uncertain for an emphasis in
opinion or in conduct. It reflects all the moods, all
the manners, of a sophisticated society.
Decadent literature (being neither simple, nor sane, nor perfectly
proportioned) is—Symons continues--the expression of an "intense
self-consciousness, a restless curiosity in research, an over-
subtilizing refinement upon refinement, a spiritual and moral per
versity."^^ Moreover, "the Ideal of Decadence" is "to fix the last
fine shade, the quintessence of things; to fix it fleetingly; to be
a disembodied voice, and yet the voice of a human soul."^^
Russell M. Goldfarb's "Late Victorian Decadence" is one of the
Harper* s New Monthly Magazine, XXXVII (1893), 859.
Ibid., 858-859.
^0 Ibid., 862.
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most valuable recent articles on the decadent movement. Summarizing
various critical ideas on decadence, Goldfarb states that its literature
does not emphasize philosophical, historical, or
intellectual concerns, but . . . does emphasize
the values to be gained both from experience of all
sorts and from indulgence in a life of sensations.
Because of this emphasis, decadent literature is
animated by the exploration of immoral and evil
experiences; never does it preach morality, nor does
it strongly insist upon ethical responsibilities.
Decadent literature is characterized by artistic
concern for the morbid, the perverse, the sordid,
the artificial, the beauty to be found in the un
natural, and the representation of . . . cleanliness
in unclean things; it is characterized by a self-
conscious and weary contempt for social conventions
such as truth and marriage, by an acceptance of
Beauty as a basis for life.^^
And Ellis, elucidating on decadent style, writes in his (unparal
leled) "Introduction" to Against the Grain:
Technically, a decadent style is only such in
relation to a classic style. It is simply a further
development of a classic style, a further specializa
tion, the homogeneous . , . having become heterogeneous.
The first is beautiful because the parts are subordinated
to the whole; the second is beautiful because the whole
is subordinated to the parts.
The best (early) explanation "of decadence in style," Ellis adds, is
Gautier's "Notice" (to the 1868 edition of Baudelaire's Les Fleurs
du Mai), which states in part:
The style of decadence ... is ... an ingenious
complicated style, full of shades and of research, con
stantly pushing back the boundaries of speech, taking
colour from all palettes and notes from all keyboards.
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism. XX (Sumner, 1962), 373.
P. 23.
12
struggling to render what is most inexpressible in
thought, what is vague and most elusive in the out
lines of form, listening to translate the subtle con
fidences of neurosis, the dying confessions of passion
grown depraved, and the strange hallucinations of the
obsession which is turning to madness. The style of
decadence is the ultimate utterance of the word, sum
moned to final expression and driven to its last
hiding-place.^^
Certainly the most succinct, if not the best, definition of
decadence is Wilde's observation in "The Critic as Artist" that
the subject-matter at the disposal of creation becomes
every day more limited in extent and variety. Providence
and Mr. Walter Besant have exhausted the obvious. . . .
The old roads and dusty highways have been traversed too
often. Their charm has been worn away . . . and they
have lost that element of novelty or surprise which is
so essential for romance.
Under these conditions--he continues--the (decadent) artist must seek
out strange new sensations, fine moods, and exquisite moments.
Any attempt to define "decadent" is complicated by the fact that
some critics still argue as to what "decadent" really means. For
instance--a number of analysts seem unable to decide whether "decadent"
should be used to characterize the artist, his work, or both. Robert
L. Peters, in 'Toward an "Un-definition" of Decadent as Applied to
British Literature of the Nineteenth Century,' asks if there is a
distinction between aestheticism and decadence.In Aesthetes and
Ibid., pp. 25-26.
Wilde: Selected Writings, ed. Richard Ellmann (London:
Oxford University Press, 1968), p. 112.
Jom^nal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism. XVIII (December, 1959),
260.
13
Decadents of the 1890's. Beckson emphasizes that efforts "to state
precisely what Decadence and Aestheticism mean has led numerous literary
46historians to dash themselves on the semantic rocks." John M. Munro,
in The Decadent Poetry of the Eighteen-Nineties, urges caution in
"ascribing" to the decadent movement "precisely determined character
istics."^^ And Ellis, commenting on erroneous interpretations of
decadence, advises that it is an aesthetic, not a moral, conception.^®
However, these attendant difficulties are offset by the fact that
most modern literary analysts fundamentally agree on the meaning of
decadence and that the critical term, "decadent," may be usefully
en^loyed to describe style, attitude, and subject-matter.
It is useful, then, to apply "decadent" to Wilde's poems—useful
because it provides a standard of value by which they may be appropri
ately judged, a yardstick enabling the critic to avoid such pitfalls as
were experienced by Victorians who, in 1881, tried to evaluate Poems.
In other words, applying "decadent" to Wilde's verse helps to explain--
for example--why his lines are described as a fusion of art and sensation,
can be compared to a beautiful overwrought vase with a snake curled
up inside it, or why Ifor Evans, in referring to Poems (1881), observes:
"It is rather like a 'beautified' room in some overexpensive boarding-house
P. vii.
(Beirut, Lebanon: American University of Beirut, 1970), p. 8.
48
Huysmans, p. 31.
14
with rococo decorations, classical statuary, and objets d*art^ mingled
49
in elaborate profusion but with little taste."
Contrary to what many critics still believe, Wilde's poems are
not prime evidence of his immorality but are good examples of "decadent"
literary trends current during the later nineteenth century. The
study that follows is an attempt to relate some of these "trends" to
Wilde--to analyze certain of the decadent elements or qualities found
in his poems.
49
English Poetry in the Later Nineteenth Century (New York:
Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1966), p. 398.
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DANDYISM, MIMICRY, AND EXOTICISM
Of Wilde's poems, the sonnet "Theoretikos" most clearly and con
cisely illustrates his (decadent) world view:
This mighty empire hath but feet of clay:
Of all its ancient chivalry and might
Our little island is forsaken quite:
Some enemy hath stolen its crown of bay.
And from its hills that voice hath passed away
Which spake of Freedom: 0 come out of it.
Come out of it, my Soul, thou art not fit
For this vile traffic-house, where day by day
Wisdom and reverence are sold at mart,
And the rude people rage with ignorant cries
Against an heritage of centuries.
It mars tny calm: wherefore in dreams of Art
And loftiest culture I would stand apart.
Neither for God, nor for his enemies.
2Here,^ Wilde's indignation over the state of the "empire" and his
Oscar Wilde, Poems, ed. Robert Ross (London: Dawsons of Pall
Mall, 1969), p. 37.
2
A persona, a speaking man, Wilde dramatizes or talks about him
self in a majority of his poems. In emphasizing the personal element,
he follows "the tradition of myself"--a tradition adhered to by decadent
poets (and others) who
accept and make use of a . . . mythology of dreams,
desires, and passionate expressions of passionate longings.
The poets are in love with Death, with Love, and with
their own Passionate Experience, and they . . . state
their particular emotions. In such roles as those of
lover, sage, sensualist, they tell the reader how they
feel. There is no satire; poems descriptive of people
or of the world aim at the expression of pathos or indigna
tion, and the statement of emotion is decorated with rhyme
and meter in order to make it a poem: From George T. Wright,
Ths Poet In the Poem (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University
of California Press, 1960), p. 88.
"True decadence," Wilde states in Decay of Lying,
16
decision to "stand apart," to escape the vulgar present by indulging
"in dreams of Art / And loftiest culture" (this insistence of the will
as opposed to emotion), might simply be tensed dandyism.
Wilde's dandyism--like that of Baudelaire, Aubrey Beardsley, Gautier,
or James M. Whistler—is essentially a matter of the intellect. "A pro
test against the lassitude of soul which follows a lapse of interest in
the life of the hour," it is an attempt to achieve soul-sufficiency
in a society whose values he cannot accept. Moreover, his dandyism
(in typical fashion) produces the unexpected--*"that which" cannot
"logically be anticipated by those accustomed to the yoke of rules.
As Barbey D'Aurevilly states:
The dandies of their own authority make rules
that shall dominate the most aristocratic, the most
conservative sets, and with the help of wit, which
is an acid, and of grace, which is a dissolvent,
they manage to insure the acceptance of their change
able rules, though these are in fact nothing but
the outcome of their own audacious personalities.
In vain does society refuse to bend . . . ; one day
Caprice arises and makes its way through these
seemingly impenetrable grades, which were really
undermined by boredom.^
is "when life gets the upper hand, and drives art out into the wilder
ness" a malady from which "we are now suffering." , See Selected
Writings. p. 14.
Holbrook Jackson, The Eighteen Nineties (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1913), p. 110.
4
Quoted in Jackson, p. Ill,
^ Ibid., pp. 110-111.
17
And further, D'Aurevilly notes that dandyism, "in recent times ... an
English product," was originally introduced into England
by the gallants of the Restoration who had lived
in France during the time England was under the
heel of the Puritan; it was, in fact, the Pagan's
reply to Puritanism, Dandyism has always been
in the nature of such a reply.^
It is interesting to note that just as the idea of dandyism was
originally derived from France, so many other aspects of nineteenth
century decadence also catne from France. Although the French influences
and dandyism were real elements, decadence (as has been mentioned before)
was not a precipitate aberration. Rather, it was a gradual manifesta
tion, a form of protest that developed through the years. It is im
portant, therefore, to bear in mind the thread of continuity that con
nected decadence to the broad framework of Victorian protest--a frame
work in which Wilde figured significantly.
While Wilde's span of years (1854-1900) certainly places him as a
Victorian, it would be paradoxical to term him a Victorian. This contra
diction is not only true of Wilde but of most of the great authors at this
time. An investigation of these writers would reveal that no one, except
Tennyson and Thomas B. Macaulay (perhaps), "stood four-square on , . .
granite Victorianism."^ The majority of writers—those of artistic
and social conscience who set the literary tone of the age--i&ainly
6
Jackson, p. 111.
^ J, D. Thomas, "Oscar Wilde's Pose and Poetry," Tlie Rice Institute
Pamphlet, XLll (October, 1955), 33.
18
protested. "On that tone," writes Thomas, "ran a gamut: a major scale
from mildly evolutionary to indignantly revolutionary, a minor from
pessimistic skepticism to the reassertion of ancient faiths and phi
losophies."® The "indignantly revolutionary" writers were Wilde and
other dandiacal decadents who, among different things, raised the last
protest of the century against a commercialistic and nationalistic
society that threatened the artistic imagination-
More specifically, the revolt of Wilde and his counterparts was
partially against the moral earnestness of such Victorian prophets as
Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin and also a development of ideas implicit
in the writings of Pater, who, like Ruskin, insisted on beauty but who,
unlike Ruskin, did not associate beauty with morality. In R^-
aissance (more subversive than the direct attacks against Victorianism
by Swinburne or Samuel Butler), Pater--instead of continuing or recom
mending the irksome search for truth that occupied Oxford in the days
of J. H, Newman--affirmed that, since truth was relative, the search
for it was futile. Instead of iterating Carlyle's emphasis on duty
and social responsibility. Pater declared that life passed quickly and
that our sole responsibility was to enjoy it fully in "this short day
of frost and sun"^--to savor its sensations, particularly those aroused
by works of art.
®Ibid., 33-34.
o
The Renaissance, ed. Louis Kronenberger (New York: New American
Library, 1959), p. 158.
19
While--in "Theoretikos"--Wllde*8 declaration of intention ("where
fore in dreams of Art / And loftiest culture, I would stand apart") re
flects Pater's dandiacal theories of art, his dramatic summons to his
"Soul" to escape the present ("0 come out of it, / Come out of it, my
Soul, thou art not fit / For this vile traffic-house") is an adaptation
of Baudelaire's precept that the dandy^^ should assume an attitude of
solitary disapproval--an attitude signifying that he is less base than
the average man of his time.^^ These ideas and others contained in
"Theoretikos" are repeated or developed in a number of Wilde's poems.
In "Sonnet to Liberty," Wilde identifies with the "children" of
"Liberty" because they take an open stand for liberty--a stand against
a system which they both hate;
Not that I love thy children, whose dull eyes
See nothing save their own unlovely woe.
Whose minds know nothing, nothing care to know,--
But that the roar of thy Democracies,
Thy reigns of Terror, thy great anarchies.
Mirror my wildest passions like the sea
And give my rage a brother 1 Liberty!
For this sake only do thy dissonant cries
Delight my discreet soul, else might all kings
By bloody knout or treacherous cannonades
Rob nations of their rights inviolate
And I remain unmoved--and yet, and yet.
These Christs that die upon the barricades,
God knows it I am with them, in some things.
The dandy and the decadent are fused in Baudelaire. See A. E,
Carter, The Idea of Decadence ^ French Literature, 1830-1900 (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1958), p. 46.
11
See Carter, p. 47.
Poems, p. 25.
20
Their "reigns of Terror" and "great Anarchies" reflect his "wildest
passions" and "give" his "rage a brother," for whose "sake" he is not,
as he might otherwise be, "unmoved" by tyranny. But, much as he likes
liberty's childrens* revolutionary spirit, he does not like their
(bourgeois) dullness and narrowness:
Not that 1 love thy children, whose dull eyes
See nothing save their own unlovely woe.
Whose minds know nothing, nothing care to know.
(Here Wilde exhibits a "Baudelairian hatred of democracy," an exaspera
tion against all those demagogues who confound the arrival of democracy
13
with the arrival of the Golden Age.")
In another sonnet, "Libertatis Sacra Fames," Wilde is not so much
of a liberty-lover as he is in "Sonnet to Liberty." While admitting
that he still likes the "state republican / Where every man is Kinglike,"
he prefers "the rule of One, whom all obey," to letting "clamorous
demagogues betray / Our freedom with the kiss of anarchy," a situation
which supports a false "cause" or desecrates the "Arts, Culture," etc.:
Wherefore I love them not whose hands profane
Plant the red flag upon the piled-up street
For no right cause, beneath whose ignorant
reign
Arts, Culture. Reverence, Honour, all things
fade.l^
Wilde, in "Sonnet to Liberty," is with those whose anarchy "mirrors"
his "wildest passions" and his rage against his age; but in "Libertatis
13 G. Turquet-Milnes, The Influence of Baudelaire in France and
England (New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 1910), p. 240.
T,Poems, p. 36.
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Sacra Fames," he is against them in his desire to preserve a cultural
heritage which they destroy together with the order which both they and
he detest.
Wilde attacks England's imperialistic policy in "Ave Imperatrix":
What profit that our galleys ride,
Pine-forest like, on every main?
Ruin and wreck are at our side.
Grim warders of the House of pain.^^
In "To Milton," Wilde notes that John Milton's "spirit" (of
freedom) no longer resides in England:
Milton! I think thy spirit hath passed away
From these white cliffs and high-embattled
1 A
towers.
(These lines are roughly equivalent to Wilde's observation in "Theoretikos"
that from England's "hills that voice hath passed away / Which spake
of Freedom.
Linked with Wilde's dissatisfaction with the age is his (Baudelair-
ian) distrust of progress. In "The Garden of Eros," he questions the
value of science:
What profit if this scientific age
Burst through our gates with all its retinue
Of modern miracles.' Can it assuage
One lover's breaking heart? what can it do
To make one life more beautiful, one day
More godlike in its period?
Ibid., p. 30 .
Ibid., p. 32.
Wilde seems to be referring to Milton's belief in freedom
of the press, as set forth in his "Areopagitica."
1 Q
Poems, pp. 51-52,
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In "Humanitad," "moneyed Greed" and industrialism ("the whirr of
wheels") have destroyed "Beauty";
moneyed Greed
For whose dull appetite men waste away
Amid the whirr of wheels and are the seed
Of things which slay their sower, these each
day
Sees rife in England, and the gentle feet
Of Beauty tread no iiKjre the stones of each
unlovely street.
In direct contrast to "Libertatis Sacra Fames," in which Wilde recom
mends the "rule of One" who might prevent the desecration of art, he
now thinks that, even though the spirit of beauty has passed away, it
is better to have an "empty desert," to be a "soul inviolate," than to
withstand "Tyranny":
And yet perchance it may be better so,
For Tyranny is an incestuous Queen,
Murder her brother is her bedfellow,
And the Plague chambers with her: in obscene
And bloody paths her treacherous feet are
Better the empty desert and a soul inviolate I
Unable to find some sort of accommodation between art and a materialis
tic society, Wilde describes the dilenma of the "dispossessed" artist:
Ah! it was easy when the world was young
To keep one's life free and inviolate,
From our sad lips another song is rung.
By our own hands our heads are desecrate.
Wanderers in drear exile, and dispossessed
Of what should be our own, we can but feed on
wild unrest.
Somehow the grace, the bloom of things has flown.
IM., p. 222.
20 Ibid., p. 223.
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And of all men we are most wretched who
Must live each other's lives and not our own
For very pity's sake and then undo
All that we lived for--it was otherwise
When soul and body seemed to blend in mystic
symphonies.
Though Wiide and artists like him are presently "crucified," they will
yet come to the fore:
Nay, nay, we are but crucified, and though
The bloody sweat falls from our brows like
rain,
Loosen the nails--we shall come down I know.^^
These complaints and others set forth by Wilde in his various poems
are generally representative of the decadents' points of contention with
their age.
The predicament of the decadent is best summed up by J. H. Buckley,
who states:
To Wilde and his later disciples, to
Beardsley and his friends of the Yellow Book,
to the Rhymers whose youth was their age, fin
de si^cle . . . connoted a time of lulled
disenchantment when Joy's hand was ever at his
lips bidding adieu. Aware of their attributes
and proud of their title, the Decadents suf-
fered--or affected to suffer--the ineffable
weariness of strayed revelers lost in a palace
of fading illusion.^
Spiritually alienated, many of them, in languid manner, described their
mutual ailment, "spleen," an ancient English disorder which Baudelaire
Ibid., p. 226.
22 Ibid., p. 228.
The Victorian
Vintage Books, 1951), p. 228.
23 Temper: A Study in Literary Culture (New York;
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refined into an entirely modern, but quite French, malaise. Symons,
for example, makes the 'sigh of a lost lover the complaint of his
whole "aesthetic" generation'
Trouble has come upon us like a sudden cloud,
A sudden sunmer cloud with thunder in its wings.
There is an end for us of old familiar things
Now that this desolating voice has spoken aloud.
Similarly, Wilde estranges himself from "old familiar things,"
confessing, in "Taedium Vitae," that life has become a "taedium" or
weariness:
To stab my youth with desperate knives, to wear
This paltry age's gaudy livery.
To let each base hand filch my treasury,
To wash my soul within a woman's hair.
And be mere Fortune's lackeyed groom,--! swear
I love it not! these things are less to me
Than the thin foam that frets upon the sea,
Less than the thistledown of summer air
Which hath no seed: better to stand aloof
Far from these slanderous fools who mock my life
Knowing me not, better the lowliest roof
Fit for the meanest hind to sojourn in,
Than to go back to that hoarse cave of strife
Where my white soul first kissed the mouth of sin.
By affecting to be victims of "taedium vitae" or "spleen," Wilde and
his counterparts really expressed their artistic autonomy or "creative
individuality":
For even to savor the weariness of self, they
had . , . first to regard their own creative individuality
as the one certain value in a disintegrating civilization.
Ibid. , p. 229.
Quoted In Buckley, p. 229.
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Sedulously, therefore, they strove to proclaim, by
their very dress and speech and gesture, a full
aesthetic autonomy. Like Dorian Gray, whose "chiselled
lips curled in exquisite disdain" of all that was common
place and vulgar, they struck the pose of the perfect
dandy, self-sufficient and ironic, silhouetted in solemn
black against the arc lamps of the London night, contemptuous
of the busy grayness that scurried abroad in the sun.
As writers and as draftsmen, they struggled to make a highly
personal style the ultimate expression of their highly
stylized personalities.^^
Behind Wilde's decision--in "Theoretikos"--to "stand apart," to
involve himself "in dreams of Art / And loftiest culture," is a curiosity
to explore "wider ranges, newer emotional and spiritual territories,
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fresh woods and pastures new for the soul." One of the ways in
which Wilde explores these "wider ranges" and "fresh woods" (so to
speak) is by imitating the works of other authors, by using art for
purposes of mimicry.
The most frequent criticism made of Wilde's poems is that they
are flowery pastiche. According to Fraser, they are constructed of
"paste," Wilde
himself passes the perfect judgment on his poetry--not
consciously, of course--when he remarks, in one of his
essays: "In a very ugly and sensible age, the arts
borrow, not fgom life, but from each other" (Pen, Pencil»
and Poison).
A. J. Fanner, in ^ Mouvement esth^tique et "d^adent" en Angleterre,
Buckley, p. 229.
Jackson, p. 64.
29 . .Russell Fraser, ed., Selected Writings of Oscar Wilde (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1969), p. xii.
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notes that the poems' lack of originality is a grave defect. ("Mais
ils ont un d^faut, un d^faut grave: le manque d'originalit/.On
the other hand, Evans states:
Though it is simple to perceive that he is an
imitator, it is more difficult to estimate the quality
of his imitation. Seldom is he a crude plagiarist,
decorating his own poems with ready-found phrases. But
his retentive memory holds within it much that is
beautiful from earlier poetry. Despite all the deriva
tions, his own verse has a consistency as if he touched
what he borrowed with his own genius.
Reasoning along the same line, Jackson observes that, though Wilde's
poems are "recognizably derivative," he added to
them something which their originals did not possess.
He mixed pure wines, as it were, and created a new
complex beverage, not perhaps for quaffing, but a
sort of liqueur, or rather, a cocktail, with a
piquant and original flavour not ashamed^gf acknowl
edging the flavours of its constituents.
Wilde's tendency to imitate other works was not peculiar to
him alone; it was a predilection of the decadents to borrow from one
another^^ or from other authors. "Their poems, moving lightly through
unoriginal stanza patterns, turned a conventional poetic diction to new
(Paris: Librairie Ancienne Honor^, 1931), p. 133.
p. 394.
F. 87.
See Ruth Z. Temple's comment on Syraons' "pastiche" in her
The Critic's Alchemy (New Haven, Connecticut; College and University
Press, 1953), p. 150.
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and sometimes startling effect.In order to show some of Wilde's
more typical imitations,several examples follow.
"Ravenna," Wilde's Newdigate prize poem (1878), consists of
imitations from Milton to Swinburne. But just as Wilde's lines borrow
from other authors, so some of his poems borrow from one another. These
lines from "Ravenna" appear again in "Sonnet: Written in Holy Week at
Genoa":
Some startled bird, with fluttering wings and
fleet,
Made snow of all the blossoms.
Sometimes he versifies an excerpt from a passage in prose. For
instance, "To burn always with this hard gemlike flame," from the "Conclu
sion" of Pater's The Renaissance,^^ becomes, in "Panthea," "this hot hard
flame with which our bodies burn"^® and, in "Humanitad", "to burn with
one clear flame.The emphatic alliterations in "Panthea" are
3^ Buckley, p. 229.
35 See Epifanio San Juan, Jr., The Art of Oscar yilde (Princeton,
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1967), pp. 19-21, for a list of
studies which discuss Wilde's imitations.
Wilde (insisting that imitation is not the function of art)
states: "Art finds her own perfection within, and not outside of,
herself. She is not to be judged by any external standard of
resemblance," See Selected Writings, p. 20.
36 Poems, pp. 9-10.
37 p. 158.
3® Poems, p, 188,
39 Ibid., p. 212.
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imitative of Swinburne:
to make aton^Q
By pain or prayer or priest.
In this poem, also, Pater's philosophy is paraphrased and distorted:
Nay, let us walk from fire unto fire
From passionate pain to deadlier delight.
Moreover, "Panthea's" simple argument of living pleasurably since the
gods are indifferent, its sequence of stoic despair, resignation, and
confident resolution, recall Edward FitzGerald's Rub^lyat of Omar
Khayyam. Lacking problematical design, "Panthea" draws Its strength
from graceful and flowing rhythm,,a survival of the Theocrltan pastoral.
To express his sincere and vigorous protest, Wilde--in "On the
Sale by Auction of Keats' Love Letters"--uses the Mlltonic sonnet.
42
Wilde's challenge, "Come down, 0 Son of Man! and show thy might," in
"Sonnet: On the Massacre of the Qirlstians in Bulgaria," corresponds to
Milton's conmand, "Avenge, 0 Lord, thy slaughter'd Saints,in "Sonnet
XVllI: On the Late Massacre in Piedmont."
In "Ave Imperatrlx," Wilde*s lines, "And many an Afghan chief . . . /
Clutches his sword in fierce surmise,"^ are comparable to Keats' phrase.
Ibid., p. 184.
IkM-1 P* 188-
Ibid., p. 34.
43 John Milton: Complete Poema and Major Prose, ed. Merritt Y.
Hughes (New York: The Odyssey Press, 1957), pp. 167-168.
Poems. p. 27,
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"and all his men / Look'd at each other with a wild surmise,in "On
First Looking into Chapman's Homer." Keats' "La Belle Dame sans Merci"
is very much like Wilde's "La Bella Donna della mia Mente." "The
Burden of Itya" (similar in motive to "The Garden of Eros") is filled
with legendary and classical allusions. Derivative in mood and content,
its philosophy and phrasing are from Keats; its atmosphere ("The horn
of Ataianta faintly blown / Across the Cumner hills")^^ is quite
obviously that of Matthew Arnold's "^Thyrsls" and of "The Scholar Gypsy."
"Charmides" is Wilde's only non-dramatic poem in which there is a
tale. Following the "Venus and Adonis" tradition, it is constructed
from various classical sources. Its title is from Plato, and it combines
elements of the story of Hylas and Tiresias with an incident of Charicles
at the statue of Venus of Praxiteles (an adaptation of Lucian's Amores),
Although its sweetness and elaboration of details are excessive,
"Charmides"--containing passages that are exquisitely musical and full
of word painting--is imitative of Keats throughout.
Wilde's "Apologia," "The New Helen," "Quia Multum Amavi," etc.,
show similarity to poems in Poems and Ballads. For instance, "Apologia"
captures the spirit of Swinburne's "A Leave-Taking" and "The Triunq>h of
Time." Using the refrain in the manner of the pre-Raphaelites, Wilde's
"Chanson" may be compared to Morris's "Praise of my Lady," Swinburne's
45 The Poetical Works of John Keats, ed. H. W. Garrod (London:
Oxford University Press, 1956), p. 38.
A6
Poems, p. 88.
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"The King's Daughter," etc. While Wilde's "The Dole of the King's
Daughter" resembles, to some extent, Rossetti's "The Blessed Damosel,"
his "The Ballade de Marguerite" is, in form and style, a close imitation
of Morris and Rossetti.
The Influence of both Gautier and Gustave Flaubert is apparent in
Wilde's "La Mer":
A wild moon in this wintry sky
Gleams like an angry lion's eye
Out of a mane of tawny clouds.^7
These lines combine images from Gautier's Mademoiselle de Maupin--"Le
soleil ouvre tout grand son oeil jaune de lion aux paupi^res dor4es"^®
("The sun opens majestically its yellow lion's eye with gilded eyelids")--
and from Flaubert's Tentation de Saint Antoine—"des nuages de pourpre
disposes comme les flocons d'une criniere gigantesque"^^ ("The purple
shadows inclined like the tufts of a gigantic mane"), and so forth.
Through his skillful imitations, Wilde creates the impression that
(among men) the artist is a master, whose ways are not to be called into
question, whose genius overrules all middle-class limitations. Another
means by ^ich Wilde Invalidates these "limitations" (or the commonplace)
is through the en^loyment of the exotic in thought and expression (the
notably beautiful, the unusual, the foreign or unfamiliar). What
Dorian Gray observes about the exoticism of Against the Grain is, for
the most part, applicable to Wilde's poems:
^7 Ibid., p. 246.
Quoted in Farmer, p. 142.
Ibid.
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It was a novel without a plot and with only one
character, being, indeed, simply a psychological study
of a certain young Parisian who spent his life trying
to realize in the nineteenth century all the passions
and modes o£ thought that belonged to every century except
his own, and, to sum up, as it were, in himself the various
moods through which the world-spirit had ever passed. . . .
The style in which it was written was that curious jewelled
style, vivid and obscure at once, full of argot and of
archaisms, of technical expressions and of elaborate
paraphrases, that characterizes the work of some of the
finest artists of the French school of Symbolistes. There
were in it metaphors as monstrous as orchids and as subtle
in colour. . . . The heavy odour of incense seemed to
cling about its pages. . . . The mere cadence of the
sentences, the subtle monotony of their music, so full
as it was of complex refrains and movements elaborately
repeated, produced in the mind ... a form of reverie,
a malady of dreaming.^®
Although manner of expression is of the utmost importance to
Huysmans and other decadents, it is of particular interest to most
schools of writers during the later nineteenth century. As Jackson
notes:
There were endless discussions about "style," and
many were of the opinion that the ultimate form of a
thought, its manner of word and syntax, was the thing in
itself. Words for words' sake was a kind of gospel, and
following the habit of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, poets and
prose-poets would devote long hours to word-hunting. . . .
Authors with a personal style were cultivated and
upheld. . . . All this concern for language as language;
for the set and balance of words, was not, however, en
tirely of native origin. It was, as in the case of so
much that was new and strange, partially derived from
the French decadent movement which was influencing the
whole of Europe.
And Wilde, in "The English Renaissance of Art," also comments on this
50 The Picture of Dorian Gray, p. 138.
Pages 135-136.
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taste for the "ultimate" in expression^ for what amounts to dandyism
in style;
All this love of curious French metres like the
Ballade, the Villanelle, the Rondel; all this increased
value laid on elaborate alliterations, and on curious
words and refrains, such as you find in Dante Rossetti
and Swinburne, is merely the attempt to perfect flute
and viol and trumpet through which the spirit of the age
and the lips of the poet may blow the music of their many
messages.
Reflecting the vogue for exotic expression, Wilde's "Theocritus:
A Villanelle," "Canzonet," and "Ballade de Marguerite" are patterned
after old French verse. Ranging from Church Latin to Italian, from
French to Greek, his poems bear such titles as "E Tenebris," "La Bella
Donna della mia Mente," "Impression du Matin," and "Glykypikros Eros"
("Flower of Love"). Archaisms provide some unusual effects in a
number of Wilde's poems. Second and third person forms, such as "wert,"
"hast," "doth," together with such obsolete words as "thy," "thou,"
"gat," "methinks," and "lo" recall the language of the King James' version
of the Bible. Through his use of argot—"alack," "sewing at tapestrie,"
"curfew toll sae low," etc.--Wilde creates an atmosphere of old French
romance in "Ballade de Marguerite." Strikingly unfamiliar is his
researched language in "The Sphinx" ("ape of Horus," "Titan thews,"
"rods of Oreichalch," etc.) and in "The Burden of Itys" ("Arachne's
silver tapestry," "memories of Oreads," "Daulian waters," etc.).
Wilde's poems contain an imposing variety of sentences, forms
52
Miscellanies, p. 253,
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of punctuation, styles, and imagery. Consisting (mostly) of state
ments and exclamations, his sentences vary in length from half a line
(as in "The Sphinx") to eight stanzas (as in "Charmides"). Wilde obtains
his most original effects in "H^lasl"--where he italicizes the entire
sonnet and makes its title a sigh ("AlasI"). Among the styles featured
in his poems is the involuted style, which he uses (for example) in
"Serenade":
AboardI aboard! my gallant crew,
0 Lady mine, awayl awayl
His style is labored in "San Miniato":
0 crowned by God with thorns and pain!
Mother of Christ! 0 mystic wife!
My heart is weary of this.life
And over-sad to sing again.
In an effort to present the notably beautiful, Wilde frequently eiiq)loy8
imagery that is sensuous, colored, luscious, and perfumed. For instance,
"the glade" (in "Humanitad")
Soon will ... be bright with bellamour.
The flower which wantons love, and those
sweet nuns
Vale-lilies in their snowy vestiture
Will tell their beaded pearls, and carnations
With mitred dusky leaves will scent the wind,
And straggling traveller's-joy each hedge with
yellow stars will bind.^^
Like many of Wilde's poems, portions of "Ave Imperatrix" include exotic
subject-matter:
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The almond-groves of Samarcand,
Bokhara, where red lilies blow,
And Oxus, by whose yellow sand
The grave white-turbaned merchants go:
And on from thence to Ispahan,
The gilded garden of the sun,
Whence the long dusty caravan
Brings cedar wood and vermilion.
In "Theoretikos," Wilde's resolution to "stand apart," to become
absorbed "in dreams of Art / And loftiest culture" is really his de
cision to write no longer about life but about his withdrawal from
Iife--to say with Sjrmons, '"I broider the world upon my loom,"'
1 broider life into the frame,
1 broider my love, thread upon thread;
The world goes by with its glory and shame.
Crowns are bartered and blood is shed;
I sit and broider my dreams instead
And the only world is the world of dreams.
Generally speaking, the loftier cultures which provide subject-matter
for Wilde's poeras--his "dreams of Art"--are Graeco-Roman Antiquity, the
Middle Ages, and the Renaissance.^®
The Graeco-Roman world, somewhat Sicilian or Alexandrine and arti
ficially pastoral, is that of a Silver Age, which figures in works by
Lucian, Longus, Bion, Moschus, Theocritus, Ovid, and the elegiac poets
of Rome, rather than that of an Augustan or a Periclean Golden Age, as
Ibid., pp. 27-28.
Quoted in Clyde De L. Ryals, "Towards a Definition of Decadent
as Applied to British Literature of the Nineteenth Century," Journal
of Aesthetics and Art Criticism. XVII (September, 1958), 87.
58 Tennyson, Robert Browning, Arnold, the Pre-Raphaelites, Ruskin,
and Pater had long been interested in Antiquity, the Middle Ages, and
the Renaissance.
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described in Virgil's Aeneid, the lyrics of Horace, or in Sophoclean
tragedy. Its Arcady is the locale of Wilde's "The Burden of Itys,"
•'Panthea/' "The Garden of Eros," "Charmides," and several shorter poems
featuring nymphs and fauns.
Edouard Roditi, tracing the development of the tradition of "Arcady"
to the time of Wilde's "Charmides," notes:
Refurbished by the Humanist enthusiasms of
Renaissance poets from Politian to Tasso and
Guarini and from Spenser to Milton, the flowery
luxuriance of an imagined Arcady which had once
beguiled the spleen of citified Ptolemaic Egypt
thus continued to blossom through the ages,
though each generation in turn colored it with
some of its nostalgia and idealism. Surviving
the rococo affectations of eighteenth-century
Trianons, with their periwigged shepherds and
shepherdesses, it had returned in the more
archaeologically correct fantasies of Victorian
poets and artists such as Pater and Swinburne,
Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema and Lord Leighton, and
a typical example of its appearance, in this
last avatar, is to be found in Wilde's Charmides.
The chivalrous Middle Ages is the setting for Wilde*s "The Dole
of the King's Daughter" and his "Ballade de Marguerite," Though some
what neo-gothic and pre-Raphaelitic, its pastoral landscape resembles
an old tapestry:
I am weary of lying within the chase
When the knights are meeting in market-place.
Nay, go not thou to the red-roofed town
Lest the hoofs of the war-horse tread thee down.®^
Oscar Wilde (Norfolk, Connecticut: New Directions, 1947), p. 18.
Poems, p. 160.
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The Renaissance (from the time of Dante to that of Milton) makes
its nostalgic appearance in such sonnets as Wilde's "To Milton," "On
the Massacre of the Christians in Bulgaria," "Quantum Mutata," "Ave
Maria Gratia Plena," and in "A Vision";
And at his feet I marked a broken stone
Which sent up lilies, dove-like, to his knees,
Now at their sight, my heart being lit with flame
I cried to Beatrice, *Who are these?
Inasmuch as Wilde's revolt against his age resulted in dandyism,
so his art reached the same goal. Paradoxically, he expressed his
originality by imitating other authors; he searched for the exotic,
thus avoiding the conmonplace; and he escaped the "vulgar present" by
turning to the past and future.
61
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ART FOR ART'S SAKE
Wilde s poeins--taken as a whole--are almost a perfect example of the
doctrine of art for art's sake, a movement which insisted that a work of
art not only be the embodiment of beauty but also the search for new
kinds of sensation and of emotional experience. Reflecting the rebel
lious philosophy of the decadents, it emphasized an art Independent of
common life and pursued ideals opposite to those of the Philistines.^
Wilde--in The Preface" to The Picture of Dorian Gray--aptlv describes
art for art s sake as "Caliban not seeing his own face in a glass."
Commenting further, he notes that
the artist is the creator of beautiful things.
. . . No artist desires to prove anything. .
No artist has ethical sympathies. . . . The
artist can express everything. Thought and
language are to the artist instruments of an
srt. , . . From the point of view of form,
the type of all the arts is the art of the
musician. , . . All art is quite useless.^
Art for art's sake--in short--allowed no ethical considerations to
interfere in its appreciations and focused primary attention on per
fection of workmanship. Responding to this emphasis on workmanship,
Wilde displays a great variety of technical devices, a craft which often
times amounts to sheer virtuosity or shownmanship (suggesting "that of
Faganini on the concert platform, of Edgar Allan Poe or Theodore de
M. H. Abrams, ed.. The Norton Anthology of English Literature
vol. 2 (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1962), p. 1211. *
^ Pages 17-18.
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Banvllle in their perfection of metrics and rhymes exhibited by their
funambulesque poetry," or "that of William Harnett in the trompe-1'oeil
magic of his paintings").
Though it is not possible to identify and to discuss all the pre
cursors and contemporaries who Influenced Wilde to become a votary of
art for art's sake, it might be illuminating--at this polnt--to say
a few things about some of his influencers.
Wilde was initially inspired by the writings of Keats, the most
obvious example of art for art's sake of his time. Naming Keats as
the forerunner of his school, "the pre-Raphaelite school," Wilde states:
The pre-Raphaelite school to which I belong
owes its origin to Keats more than to anyone else.
He was the forerunner of the school, as was Phidias
of Greek art, Dante of the intensity, passion and
colour of Italian painting. Later, Burne-Jones in
painting, and Morris, Rossetti, and Swinburne in
poetry, represent the fruit of which Keats was tbe
blossom.^
Such qualities as Wilde's devotion to beauty, his interest in the RenaiS'
sance, his sensuous and melancholy expression, are directly traceable
to Keats, who provided two of the most familiar and quotable formulas
of the aesthetic creed:
A thing of beauty is a joy for ever;^
and
3 Roditl, p. 209.
4 Quoted in Stuart Mason, Bibliography of Oscar Wilde (London:
T. Werner Laurie Ltd., 1914), p. 326.
5 Keats, p. 55.
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'Beauty is truth, truth beauty--that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.^
Here, Keats' emphasis on beauty, his sensuousness and melancholiness
are Renaissance, not Greek, in spirit. As Albert L. Gu^rard explains:
Keats was not an ancient Greek; he was a man
of the Renaissance. The melancholy with which he
views his Grecian urn is a modern feeling. His
great sonnet On First Looking into Chapman's Homer
breathes the sixteenth century wonder of the scientists
and the discoverers. Renaissance rather than purely
Hellenic is also his sensuousness, so lusciously ripe
in his Ode to Autumn. The penalty of this excessive
delight in earthly fruitfulness is the scorn of ideas:
"0 for a life of sensations rather than of thoughtsi"
This, for the companions of Plato, would have been
heresy. The most Hellenic of deities was not Demeter,
but Pallas Athene.^
While art for art's sake was more of a creative impulse with Keats,
it was a doctrine with most of the poets of the movement. Stressing
virtuosity, these poets (in many instances) employed transposition djart,®
by which poetry, for example, attempted to produce the effects of other
arts. It was here, in their use of transposition d'art, that GAutier
and Baudelaire came into their own; and it was from Gautier^ and
Baudelaire that Wilde seemingly learned much of his craft.
When Wilde observes that the "real artist" proceeds "from form to
^ Ibid., p. 210.
7 Art for Art's Sake (New York: Schocken Books, 1936), p. 42.
g
See Aesthetes and Decadents, p. xx,
9 Gautier identified with the Parnassians in their emphasis on
form and craftmanship. However, the idea of art for art's sake was
alien to their temperament.
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thought and passion,that "art never expresses anything but itself,
and that "all fine imaginative work is self-conscious and deliberate,
he is--in effect--inirroring Gautier, who, more than any other French
decadent poet, stressed the paramount importance of workmanship or form
in poetry. Employing transposition d'art, Gautier--in an effort to
make poetry objective and impersonal— followed the methods of the plastic
artist. The poet was like a sculptor. While the sculptor carved his
statues out of stone, the poet carved his images and ideas out of words.
Only an art freed of irrelevant moral and social-political issues could
attain some measure of permanence. Spontaneity—emotion without con-
trol--was to be avoided. In "L'Art"--which was Included in the 1858
/ ,
edition of Emaux et Camees (Enamels and Cameos), poems resembling small
pictures on enamel and cameo, similar to those of a Renaissance artisan—
he urges poets to avoid facile rhythms and to forge hard, clear lines.
Art demands the file and chisel:
Tout passe.—L'art robuste
Seul a I'^ternit^
Le buste
Survit \ la cit^.
And:
Sculpte, lime, ciselle;
Que ton r^ve flottant
Se scelle
1
Dans le bloc resistant!
10
Ibid., p, 35.
Selected Writings, p. 108.
11
Ikil* > P' 56.
imaux et Camees. ed. Jean Pommier and Georges Matore' (Lille:
Librairie Giard, 1947), pp. 130-132.
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To achieve an effect of hardness and clarity, Gautier^^ uses such images
as delicately engraved cameos, marble statuary, porcelain, and gems.
Thus, he obtains a lapidary quality in "Symphonie en blanc majeur"
("Symphony in White Major") by means of numerous suggestions of hardness.
"Marbre" (marble), "opale" (opals), and "L'ivoire" (ivory) appear in
these lines:
Le marbre blanc, chair froide et pile,
oil vivent les divinit^s;
L'argent mat, la laiteuse opale
Qu'irisent de vagues clartes;
L'ivorie, oii ses mains ont des ailes,
Et, coTTBie des papillons blancs,
Sur la pointe des notes fr^les
•) c
Suspendent leurs baisers tremblants.
Following the example of Gautier, Wilde, in employing transposition
d'art, attempts to imitate the methods of the plastic artist. His use
of sculptural, gemlike, or metallic Imagery also creates an effect of
hardness and clarity in many of his poems. Occurring in "Ravenna" are
"turquoise sky," a "marble lily," "brass-beaked ships"; in "The Ballad
of Reading Gaol," "iron gin," "casque of scorching steel," "roof of
glass"; in "Les Ballons," "globes of amethyst," "wandering opals,"
"rubies of the lime"; in "Le Panneau," "ivory girl," "polished jade,"
"silver crane"; in "Le Jardin des Tuileries," "things of dancing gold,"
a "Triton" of "greenish bronze"; in "The Sphinx," "metal flanks," "gilt-
scaled dragon," "green beryls" for "eyes," "granite hand," "jasper claws,"
See Aesthetes and Decadents^ pp. xvii-xix. More than anyone
else, Gautier advanced the art for art's sake movement.
Gautier, pp. 21-23.
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"diamonded pane"; in "In Che Gold Room (A Harmony)," "ivory hands,"
"ivory keys," "ruby lips"; in "Charmides," a "stair of orb^d marble,"
"glassy breast," "crystal rim"; in "Athanasia," "rain-pearls,"
"amethystine throat," and so on.
Like Gautier, Wilde--in his effort to produce sensations of beauty--
not only utilizes the methods of sculpture but of other arts, as well. In
the manner of Gautier's "Symphonic en blanc majeur" (and Whistler's noc
turnes and harmonies Wilde's "Symphony in Yellow," "In the Gold Room
(A Harmony)," "Canzonet," "Serenade," and "Chanson" bear musical titles.
"From Spring Days to Winter," "Serenade," and "Endymion" are written es
pecially for music. The arrangement of Poems (the revised edition of
1882) is analogous to symphonic or sonata form. Thomas notes that
the first two sections are half-titled, respectively,
Eleutheria and Rosa Mystica; the third, with the freedom in
form of the corresponding movement of a symphony, is a
triple group of mutually related divisions respectively called
Wind Flowers, Flowers ^ Gold, and Impressions ^ Theatre.
In addition to the shorter pieces falling under each of these
various headings, five long poems--all written in the Venus
and Adonis stanza, modified by lengthening the concluding
line of each sestet to seven feet--are so spaced as to
modulate between sections and subsections: "The Garden of
Eros" after Eleutheria, "The Burden of Itys" after Rosa
Mystica. "Charmides" after Wind Flowers, "Panthea" after
Impressions de Theatre, and "Humanitad" after The Fourth
Movement. The sonnet "H^las!" at the head of the collection
strikes a dominant chord, the devastation inflicted upon the
poet's soul and art by "the honey of romance," which at the
end is amplified, with variations, in "Flower of Love" . . .
as a kind of coda.^^
See Aesthetes and Decadents, p. xx, fn. 7.
Pages 39-40.
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Simulating the elopement of Helen with Paris, "Serenade" is a
miniature in symphonic form« Its entire content, consisting of five
stanzas of eight lines each, corresponds to four movements of a symphony.
Wilde invites the lady to "come down" in the first movement, which
seemingly takes place under the lady's window:
0 leave thy lily-flowered bed,
0 Lady mine, come down, come down.^®
In the second movement, Wilde, thinking that the lady is fickle and
I
"will not come," is frustrated:
She will not come, 1 know her well,
Of lover's vows she hath no care,
And little good a man can tell
Of one so cruel and so fair,
Wilde experiences conflicting feelings of hope and doubt in the third
movement. Unable to see clearly in the shadowy night, he asks the
"pilot," who now apparently stands beside him in the boat, to distinguish
the object in the distance:
Is that the sheen of golden hair?
Or is it but the tangled dew
That binds the passion-flowers there?
In the fourth movement, the lady's arrival changes uncertainty to
certainty:
It is my own dear lady true
with golden hair and lily hand!
The poem ends with Wilde joyfully and excitedly commanding the "pilot"
and "crew" to set off for "Troy":
Poems, pp. 109-110.
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Aboard! aboard! my gallant crew,
0 lady mine, away! away!
0 noble pilot, steer for Troy.
19
Another of Wilde's poems about love is "To L. L." Although
it neither has a musical title nor is written specifically for music,
it is as suggestive of a musical composition as is "Serenade,"
Wilde describes the musical method of "To L. L." in its penultimate
(or sixteenth) stanza:
Well, if my heart must break
Dear love, for your sake,
It will break in music, I know.
Poets' hearts break so.^^
Actually, these lines are a concise summary of an excerpt from Wilde's
poetic theory, as stated in "The English Renaissance of Art":
The element of song in the singing accompanied by
the profound joy of motion is so sweet that, while
the incomplete lives of ordinary men bring no healing
power with them, the thorn-crown of the poet will
blossom into roses for our pleasure; for our delight
his despair will gild its own thorns, and his pain,
like Adonis, be beautiful in its agony; and when the
poet's heart breaks it will break in music.
Wilde's "thorn-crown" in "To L. L."--as in "Quia Multum Amavi,"
"Apologia," "Chanson," "Her Voice," "My Voice," etc,--is the break-up
of a love relationship: a favorite theme of Che decadents.Essentially
19
"To L. L." was originally entitled "Roses and Rue," "L. L."
stands for Lily Langtry, a famous actress contemporary with Wilde,
Poems, pp. 265-267.
Miscellanies, pp. 261-262,
22 Possibly in defiance of Victorian prudery, George Meredith and
other writers of the later nineteenth century make subtle analyses of
states of mind of lovers who have become incompatible.
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a contrast between what Wilde terms his "heaven and hell," this poem
describes "heaven" as the past with "L. L." and "hell" as the present
without "L.L," While the central portion of "To L. L." records "a
passionate past," its beginning and ending mourn the fact that the
"past ... is fled." Reading "To L. L." is like listening to a violin
solo with cello obllgato. For example, the fleeting, evasive, and
playful qualities of the lines describing "heaven" are suggestive of
the lively, vibrant tones of a violin:
I remember we used to meet
By an ivied seat,
And you warbled each pretty word
With the air of a bird.
Or:
I remember I never could catch you,
For no one could match you.
You had wonderful, luminous, fleet,
Little wings to your feet.
The abrupt, ill-tempered lines transforming "heaven" into "hell"
call for the heavy, low-pitched expression of the cello:
In your voice as it said goodbye
Was a petulant cry,
"You have only wasted your life,"
(Ah, that was the knife!)
When I rushed through the garden gate
It was all too late.
Wilde's effectiveness at imitating the techniques of the different
arts is undoubtedly due to his understanding of the power of words.
Realizing that the material which the sculptor or painter uses is
meager in comparison to the poet's supply of words, he states in "The
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Critic as Artist (I)":
Words have not merely music as sveet as that
of viol and lute, colour as rich and vivid as any
that makes lovely for us the canvas of the Venetian
or the Spaniard, and plastic form no less sure and
certain than that which reveals itself in marble
or in bronze, but thought and passion and spirituality
are theirs also, are theirs indeed alone.
In much of Wilde's early verse, the sound, not the sense,
dominates its "meter" of "purple rhetoric," which includes such phrases
as "sleepless souls and anodyne, poppy drowsy, amber asphodel," and
24"ivory-horned Tregelaphos." Besides being curious, these phrases
delight with their sibilant "s*s," murmuring "m," and languorous "l*s,"
etc. Moreover, Wilde applies color in quite the same way as a painter
daubs it on his canvas. For example, "Magdalen Walks"--a kaleidoscope
of color--contains "white clouds," "flower" of "gold," "brown new-
furrowed earth," "rosebud" of "pink," "moon of fire," "an amethyst ring,"
"mantle of green," "iris sheen," "burnished rainbow throat," "silver
breast of a dove," "flame of blue," "lily" of "gold," and "chestnut-
bloom ... of red and white."
Wilde s verse is, first and foremost, sensual. "Even in moments
of religious longing, the sensual note is there. It is the appeal to
the senses, the pageantry of color, the symphony of sound, the ecstasy
23 Selected Writings, pp. 54-55.
24 , .Lewis Broad, The Friendships and Follies of Oscar Wilde
(New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 1954) p 40
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of the realization of sacrifice.In other words, beauty--for Wilde—
is always sensual. Like Gautier, he regarded beauty as the most im
portant thing in the world. While Gautier, in his poetical works, draws
upon all the beautiful things that he might ever have seen ("the azure
eyes of a woman," "a pink gown," "the smoke issuing from a peasant*s
hut," "tea-roses," "clouds," "turtle-doves," etc.), Wilde, remembering
his own dictum that "the artist is the creator of beautiful things,"
includes in his poems such objects as a "lily hand," "amethyst eyes,"
"lilac bloom," "gown of beaten gold," a "handkerchief of French lace,"
"blossoms red and white," "soft and silver woods," "veil of yellow
gauze," etc.
Although Baudelaire, as an advocate of art for art's sake, empha
sized excellent workmanship and called Gautier his master, he bore little
resemblance to Gautier. Baudelaire's worship of beauty was far dif
ferent from that of Gautier, who believed that it was the function of
the artist to produce the beauty of the subject in his works. Baudelaire,
on the other hand, failed to see that beautiful subjects existed. Beauty
was what the artist brought to the subject. "Beauty was the fire that
sprang up when the artist was moved by contemplation of any subject,
and this radiance could come from objects reputed ugly, and which, in
fact, were ugly. 'Tu m'as donn^ ta boue,' he cried, 'et j'en ai fait
26de I'orl'" He did not mean that ugliness was beauty but that he could
Ibid., p. 40.
26 Enid Starkie, From Gautier to Eliot: The Influence of France on
English Literature (London: Hutchinson University Library, 1962), p. 34.
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create beauty from ugliness. Tied in with his sense of ugliness was his
belief in the existence of Satan and sin, and with this sense of sin
came bitter remorse.
Wilde attempts to apply Baudelaire's theory of beauty in several of
his poems. Baudelaire's "L*H^autontimoroum^nos" ("Heauton Timoroumenos"),
the self-torturer, is reflected in these lines from "Humanitad":
Being ourselves the sowers and the seed.
The night that covers and the lights that fade,
The spear that pierces and the side that bleeds,
The lips betraying and the life betrayed,
The man who, while drunk, killed his wife in "The Ballad of Reading Gaol"
is seemingly patterned after the drunkard in Baudelaire's "Le Vin de
L'Assassin" ("The Drunkard"), who, too, killed his wife. Wilde's "The
True Knowledge," with its underlining of the inevitability of fate, is
similar to Baudelaire's "Recueilliment" ("Meditation"), which stresses
the transience of life. Like Baudelaire's "Les Petites Vieilles" ("The
Little Old Women"), Wilde's "Wasted Days" contrasts youth with old age,
and so forth.
For Wilde, the imagination reigns supreme and takes many forms.
"Les Ballons," for instance, shows an affinity with surrealism. In
writing this poem, Wilde may well have learned his method from Samuel
T. Coleridge, whose theory of the imagination establishes him as a
forerunner of surrealism ("the approach of the fantastic, at a point
Poems, p, 227.
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where human reason loses Its control. . . .") :
0, strange is the self-power of the imagination—
when painful sensations have made it their interpretation,
or returning gladsomeness or convalescence has made its
chilled and evanished figures and landscape bud, blossom,
and live scarlet, green, and snowy white (like the fire
screen inscribed with the nitrate and muriate of cobalt)--
strange is the power to represent the events and cir
cumstances, even to the anguish or the triumph of the
quasi-credent soul, while the necessary conditions, the
only possible causes of such contingencies, are known
to be in fact quite hopeless--yea, when the pure mind
would recoil from the eve-lengthened shadow of an
approaching hope, as from a crime--and yet the effect
shall have place, and substance, and living energy, and,
on a blue islet of ether, in a whole sky of blackest
cloudage, shine like a firstling of creation!29
"Les Ballons," highly original and imaginative, might be termed
"a firstling of creation." Utterly trivial in content, its diaphanous
conceits make for a fairyland atmosphere:
Against these turbid turquoise skies
The light and luminous balloons
Dip and drift like satin moons,
Drift like silken butterflies;
Reel with every windy gust,
Rise and reel like dancing girls,
Float like strange transparent pearls,
Fall and float like silver dust.
Now to the low leaves they cling,
Each with coy fantastic pose.
Each a petal of a rose
Straining at a gossamer string.
28 'Andre Breton, "Limits not Frontiers of Surrealism," Sur
real!^, ed. Herbert Read (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co.7^. d.),
p. 106.
29
Quoted in Herbert Read, ed., Surrealism (New York: Harcourr
Brace and Co., n.d.), p. 18. *
50
Then to the tall trees they climb,
Like thin globes of amethyst,
Wandering opals keeping tryst
With the rubies of the lirae.^"
Here, Wilde obtains surrealistic effects through the juxtaposition and
blending of physical objects ("trees," "leaves," "balloons," etc.) with
verbal Images ("dancing girls," **wandering opals," etc.) ordinarily con
sidered incongruous.^^ The sudden appearance and disappearance of the
verbal images serve no other logical purpose than to express Wilde's
exuberant imagination. While the frolicsome and buoyant rhythm of the
poem is mostly due to the assonance of the short and long i's ("Reel
with every windy gust, / Rise and reel like dancing girls"), the leisure
ly tempo is determined by the persistent repetition of the consonantal
groups ("Dip and drift . . "Rise and reel . . "Fall and float
. , ,"). These elements, together with a detached point of view (the
32
absence of the "I" or human aspect), transform "Les Ballons" into
a stylized fantasy, which is remembered--ln toto--as lavish, frozen
portraiture.
Like "Les Ballons"—"From Spring Days to Winter" is one of several
of Wilde's experiments in modern art form. A poem in which the affec
tions change according to the seasons, it is written especially for
30 Poems, p. 256,
See Anna Balakian, Literary Origins of Surrealism: A New
Mysticism French Poetry (New York; New York University Press, 1947),
p. 106.
William Rose Benet, The Reader's Encyclopedia (New York: Thomas
Y. Crowell Co., 1948), p. 1686a.
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music. Its very melodic, symbolic, and stylized structure, consisting
of repetitive or intermittent refrains ("0 merrily the throstle sings,"
"Ah, sadly now the throstle sings," etc.) and linear embellishments
("O Love too great for lip or lyre, / Blown rose of love and of desire,"
etc.), serves to underline Wilde's observation that "All art is at once
surface and symbol"^^: a theoretical justification of art nouveau.3^
For the most part, "From Spring Days to Winter" utilizes the
organic or repeated-outline technique of art nouveau.^^ Formalized
nature not only furnishes objective expression ('^0 the glad dove has
golden wings," etc.) to Wilde's feelings but also provides physical
settings, which are symbolically tied in with the central theme of the
poem, (sensual) love's progress. For example, all elements in the third
stanza work toward a feeling of fruition in love:
The yellow apples glowed like fire,
0 merrily the throstle singsl
0 Love too great for lip or lyre.
Blown rose of love and of desire,
0 the glad dove has golden wings!^^
Yellow apples" glowing "like fire" picture ripeness or fruition in
nature. Fruition is again emphasized in the idea of "Love" made
33 The Picture of Dorian Gray, p. 18.
San Juan, p. 35.
T C
• •- I, Nouyeau was inspired by nature, but nature was formalized
^ repeated outlines appearing in graphic arts as well asarchitecture. From Wylxe Sypher's Rococo to Cubism in Art and
Literature (New York: Random House, 1960), p. 225
36 Poems, p. 237,
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productive: "Blown rose of love and of desire." A "throstle" singing
"merrily" is suggestive of the joys of mating and a "glad dove" with
"golden wings" symbolizes affectionate love.
An interesting analogy to "From Spring Days to Winter" is Alphonse
Mucha's set of four (art nouveau) allegorical pictures: "Les Petites
Quatre Saisons." In comparing these interpretations of the seasons, one
notes several similarities. In "spring"--Wilde places "Love, whom" his
"eyes had never seen" amidst the "tangled sheen"; Mucha positions his
receptive and adoring woman (with hair that resembles masses of tendrils)
directly in front of his tree-form, which, in fact, is "tangled sheen."
In "summer"--Wilde glimpses his "love"--a "perfcct vision of delight"—
"between the blossoms red and white"; Mucha arranges his voluptuous
37woman between orange and yellow sunflowers. Jn "auturan"--Wilde
parallels full-blown "love" with "yellow apples" that glow "like fire";
Mucha portrays his erotic female figure holding ripe autumnal fruit.
In "winter"--Wilde places his "love" who "is dead" before "the tree"
that "with snow ... is grey"; Mucha scats his heavily-cloaked and
ascetic-looking woman in the snow, projecting her against a snow-covered
tree-form which occupies the middle distance of the scene.
37 A woman surrounded by flowers is very fin de si^cle. See
plate 11 in Brian Reade's Art Nouveau and Alphonse Mucha (London:
Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1963) for a photograph of a brooch
designed by Mucha and executed by Georges Fouquet (c. 1895) for Sarah
Bernhardt. Featured as "Melissande," her head is surrounded by flowers.
A contemporary of Mucha, Wilde wrote a sonnet, "Phfedre," apotheosizing
Sarah Bernhardt.
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Whatever type of avant-garde or modern poem Wilde presents, his
method is essentially derived from either symbolism or impressionism--
movements which, as Symons observes in ''The Decadent Movement in Litera
ture," represent the two main branches of decadence.^®
A movement in French literature, symbolism reached its height be
tween 1870 and 1886. A revolt against realism, it was influenced by
the English pre-Raphaelites and by Wagner*a music. It sought to achieve
in poetry the effects of music, with clusters of images and metaphors
suggesting or symbolizing the basic emotion or idea of each poem.
Originating in France in the latter half of the nineteenth century,
impressionism, a movement in painting, music, and literature, attempted
to portray the effects of in^ressions, of experience upon the conscious
ness of the artist or of an observer with ;^om he identified himself,
rather than the characteristics of events and things. In painting, the
main subjects of ingressionism were landscapes, outdoor or semi-outdoor
scenes, viewed at different times of the day, with emphasis on effects
of color and light, executed in a rapid, "sketchy" manner intended to
accentuate the pattern of the whole, as seen by the painter at a specific
moment, rather than as details and a formal composition. In poetry or
other types of literature, impressionism was generally applied to include
symbolism, imagism, and related movements.
A number of Wilde's very short but choice poems are impressions,
emphasizing momentary senaatlona, emotions, colors, or moods. In most
38 Surrealism and art nouveau are descendents of symbolism.
54
instances, these impressions transfix things which, by their nature,
can only be seen or experienced for a short time: a bird singing on
a glistening roof, the sunrise, creeping yellow fog, an omnibus crawling
like a yellow butterfly across a bridge, fluttering elm leaves, or
ephemeral fall decay.
Imitating the techniques of the impressionist painters, Wilde, in
an effort to express the truth of his own sensations, renders the mo
mentary effect of the sun rising in "Impression: Le R^veillon":
The sky is laced with fitful red.
The circling mists and shadows flee.
The dawn is rising from the sea,
Like a white lady from her bed.
And jagged brazen arrows fall
Athwart the feathers of the night,
And a long wave of yellow light
Breaks silently on tower and hall,
And spreading wide across the wold
Wakes into flight some fluttering bird.
And all the chestnut tops are stirred.
And all the branches streaked with gold.^^
By keeping his eye on changing light and movement, Wilde here achieves
an impression that is cinematic: one passage develops consecutiively
from another. With the continuity of a film, the "wave of yellow light"
spreads "wide across the wold" and "wakes into flight some fluttering
bird." The expressions, "laced with fitful red," "jagged brazen arrows,"
"feathers of the night," "long wave of yellow light," and "streaked with
gold," impart to the poem a sketchy, textured effect, suggestive of the
39
Poems, p. 195.
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separate brushstroke, over-loaded brush look of Claude Monet's "Impres
sion: Sunrise" (1872). Wilde uses both the raw colors—"red," "white,"
and "yellow"--of impressionism and the subdued, mixed colors--"chestnut"
and "gold"--o£ post-impressionism. Furthermore, these colors are used
in two impressionist ways; as direct report--such as "fitful red"--and
as syrabol--with "white" in "white lady" representing the freshness and
purity of the "dawn." Also, by means of grotesque animistic imagery
("jagged brazen arrows fall / Athwart the feathers of the night"), Wilde
creates an individualistic but distorted view of the world--a view that
is typically impressionistic.
The method of "Impression: Le Reveillon"—"the painter's term for a
a strong employment of light against a somber background"^®--is repeated,
for example, in "Les Silhouettes," "La Mer," and "Impression du Matin."
Distinct color combinations and precise imagery serve to particularize
and harden this verse into outlines consisting of "opaque silhouettes"
and "subtle chiaroscuro,"^^ into strong and simple effects revealing the
influence of the French impressionists, Japanese block-printing, or
the pictures of Whistler.
Responding to his interest in oriental art (to the current cult
42of "Blue"), Wilde en5)loys Japanese technique in "Les Silhouettes,"
an Impression which Sypher describes as "proto-imagist," "an instance
San Juan, p. 26.
Ibid.
42
See William Gaunt, The Aesthetic Adventure (London- The Alden
Press, 1945), p. 41.
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of artifice liberated as pure design"^^:
The sea is flecked with bars of grey,
The dull dead wind is out of tune,
And like a withered leaf the moon
Is blown across the storny bay.
Etched clear upon the pallid sand
Lies the black boat: a sailor boy
Clambers aboard in careless joy
With laughing face and "gleaming hand.
And overhead the curlews cry,
Where through the dusky upland grass
The young brown-throated reapers pass
Like silhouettes against the sky.^
As in Browning's "Meeting at Night," the pattern predominates over the
details. "Impressions, treated as motifs, metamorphose into recurrent
images and clusters of sensuous impressions, performing their role within
a setting prescribed by the nature of the motifs."^^ Composed "with a
Japanese stillness, with maximum visibility," the sharp stanzaic out
lines of "Les Silhouettes" serve "as a limiting framework analogous to '
the rigid vertical and horizontal lines that . . . Beardsley traces
to chart his sinuous calligraphy."^^
Similar in technique to "Les Silhouettes" is "La Mer." Though it
is no more Japanese in subject matter than "Les Silhouettes," it contains
the well-defined image, color, and contour characteristic of the Japanese
43 •
Sypher, p. 242.
Poems, p. 155.
San Juan, p. 35,
Ibid.
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print. Throughout, Wilde includes only the outstanding forms which
create the silhouettes or color harmonies: "A white mist drifts across
the shrouds," "The muffled steersman" is like a "shadow in the gloom,"
and "the thin threads of yellow foam / Float on the waves like ravelled
lace."^^ (Here, "ravelled lace" recalls the stylized Japanese interpreta
tions of sea-foam.)
A product of the Japanese print and French impressionism, Whistler--
more than any other impressionist—was Wilde's master. In general,
Whistler borrowed from the Japanese a feeling for decoration in color
and line and entirely overlooked the moral impact of some of the great
Japanese art. As Robert L. Peters points out: *"Pre-occupied with the
nuance of tone," Whistler achieved in painting "an effect which finds
its parallel in . . . the music of Chopin, or the poetry of Verlaine."
Furthermore, *Whister was a great "corrective force" in modern art, "a
protagonist in the great artistic quarrel of the nineteenth century . , .
49between tradition and temperament."•* Commenting on Whistler's ability
to transfix on canvas the slight and transitory present, Symons states:
*"What Whistler aims at , . . is an aspect cunningly chosen, a rarity
of aspect, in which the thing may be caught off-guard, and set, dainty
and unexpected, before one." Aparticular Whistler sea sand study was
"only a suggestion, a moment out of an unending series of moments, but •
Ibid., p. 246. • —•
48 Quoted in "Whistler and the English Poets of the 1890's "
Mg^n Language Quarterly, XVIII (September, 1957), 252,
Ibid.
58
one moment has been detached by art from that unending and unnoted series,
and it gives you the soul of visible things In that miraculous retention
of a moment.
Wilde declared Whistler '"master of colour and of form, and the real
musician besides . . . lord over all life and arts.'"^^ He paid Whistler
the compliment of imitating his manner and his aesthetics in "Impression
du Matin," "Symphony in Yellow," and "In the Gold Room (A Harmony)."
Arguing, in The Decay of Lying, that it was the "Impressionists" and
"their master" (Whistler) who shaped nature and improved upon it, thereby
effecting a change in "the climate of London," Wilde imitates Whistler's
effects in "Impression du Matin," where the city appears in dreamy out
line:
The Thames nocturne of blue and gold
Changed to a Harmony in Gray;
A barge with ochre-coloured hay
Dropt from the wharf; and chill and cold
The yellow fog came creeping down
The bridges, till the houses' walls
Seemed changed to shadows, and S. Paul's
Loomed like a bubble o'er the town.
Both a "nocturne" and a "harmony," this poem shows concern for color
repetition. It has Whistler's faded music, the pastels which were in
vogue during the 1890's. It even looks forward to imagistic technique,
reminding one of Symons' "Arques--Afternoon" (1896):
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Cool little quiet shadows wander out
Across the fields, and dapple with dark trails
The snake-grey road coiled stealthily about
The green hill climbing from the vales. 53
Or, Wilde's "Impression du Matin" seems to be a remote ancestor of
Eliot's "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock":
The yellow fog that rubs its back upon the window-
panes,
The yellow smoke that rubs its muzzle on the
window-panes
Licked its tongue into the corners of the evening.
Lingered upon the pools that stand in drains,
Let fall upon its back the soot that falls from
chimneys,
Slipped by the terrace, made a sudden leap,
And seeing that it was a soft October night.
Curled once more about the house, and fell asleep.
"Symphony in Yellow" consists of repeated tones and exists for
the interplay of color, design, mood, and movement:
An omnibus across the bridge
Crawls like a yellow butterfly,
And, here and there, a passer-by
Shows like a little restless midge.
Big barges full of yellow hay
Are moved against the shadowy wharf.
And, like a yellow silken scarf.
The thick fog hangs along the quay.
The yellow leaves begin to fade
And flutter from the Temple elms.
And at my feet the pale green Thames
Lies like a rod of rippled jade.^^
53
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Quoted in Sypher, p. 251.
Sculley Bradley, Richmond Croom Beatty, and E. Hudson Long, eds.,
American Tradition in Literature (New York: W. W» Norton, Inc.
1962), pp. 1424-1425.
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Actually, this is a musical arrangement of the kind described by Whistler:
*"First, given the canvas, the colours ought to be . . . embroidered
thereupon, that is to say that the same colour should reappear continually
here and there, like one thread of an embroidery, and thus with the others
to a greater or a less degree, according to their importance, the whole
forming, in this way, an harmonious whole.In accordance with
Whistler's theory, "yellow" recurs frequently: "yellow butterfly," "yellow
hay," "yellow silken scarf," and "yellow leaves." The mood of the poem is
primarily sad—a mood which is brought out by its wistful distancing
(from far to near), autumnal decay (the "leaves , . . fade and flutter
from the Temple elms"), and a slow movement (accomplished by such verbs as
"crawls," "hangs," "flutter," and "lies"). The adjectives "shadowy" and
"pale green" serve to relieve the monotony of redundant "yellow." "Sym
phony in Yellow" not only reflects Whistler's method but Gautier's "Sym
phonic en blanc majeur," as well.
"In the Gold Room (A Harmony)" recalls Whistler's "At the Piano,"
Verlaine's poem, "Le Piano que baise une Main Frele" (from Romance sans
Paroles), and portions of Gautier's "Symphonie en blanc majeur," "In the
Gold Room (A Harmony)" is a study in ivory, gold, and red, and each of the
three stanzas is devoted to a color:
Her ivory hands on the ivory keys
Strayed in a fitful fantasy ....
And:
56
Her gold hair fell on the wall of gold
Like the delicate gossamer tangles spun . . , ,
Quoted in "Whistler and the English Poets of the 1890*s,"
p. 253, fn. 15.
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And:
And her sweet red lips on these lips of mine
Burned like the ruby fire set. . .^7
According to the way symbolism and impressionism are used in the
nineteenth century, it is difficult (if not impossible) to distinguish
clearly between these techniques. However, both symbolism and impres
sionism lead toward subjective interpretations. Tenq)le elaborates on
the subjectivity of impressionism and symbolism:
The iiqjressionist painter, whose effort to
fix a fleeting aspect of appearance—a cathedral
facade at noon precisely--believes that his
picture has realized an ideal vision of space
conceived as light and color. The vision in ieach
case is highly individual and subjective.58
Of sjrmbolism, she states:
The sjrmbolist poet is confident that his
personal vision penetrates to the heart of reality,
to the essence of the particular, and this essence
is what his poem evokes.
"In France, symbolists and impressionists alike saw with a special,
an inward eye. They were not merely .visual but visionary--or voyants."^^
Both sjnnbolist and impressionist techniques are an evocation.
I •
Wilde, writing about "evocation," comes close to symbolism here:
Mere colour, unspoiled by meaning, and unallied
with definite form, can speak to the soul in a thousand
Poems, p. 159.
P. 114.
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different ways. The harmony that resides in
the delicate proportions of lines and masses
becomes mirrored in the mind. The repetitions
of pattern give us rest. The marvels of design
stir the imagination.
Like "Symphony in Yellow," "Impression: Le Jardin" evokes a mood
of autumnal sadness in the reader:
The lily's withered chalice falls
Around its rod of dusty gold.
And from the beech-trees on the wold
The last wood-pigeon coos and calls.
The gaudy leonine sunflower
Hangs black and barren on its stalk,
And down the windy garden walk
The dead leaves scatter,—hour by hour.
Pale privet-petals white as silk
Are blown into a snowy mass;
The roses lie upon the grass
Like little shreds of crimson silk.^^
All imagery in these lines reinforces the idea of falltime or of transi
tional decay, a favorite theme of the decadents. The "last wood-pigeon
. , . calls;" "dead leaves scatter," and the decadents' best loved flowers
are dying: "The lily's . . . chalice falls," "the gaudy leonine sunflower /
fi ^Hangs black," "roses lie upon the grass." The words, "falls," "hangs,"
"scatter," "blown," "lie," impart the feeling that corruption is slow,
hour by hour," Truly a decadent poem, "Le Jardin" is nature methodized.
Sypher, p. 60.
Poems, p. 245.
63 The lily and the sunflower were beloved by the aesthetes.
These flowers were superseded by the green carnation. The red rose
symbolized sensation.
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This garden--with its "walk" and "privet"--is apparently formal and
carefully trimmed, the antithesis of the natural locale of wild flowers
and open fields, so much liked by the romantics proper. Except for its
movement, "Le Jardin," with its subdued coloring ("crimson," "black,"
"white," "gold") and woodcut texture, is picture verse.
Another poem of evocation is "Le Jardin des Tuileries." Bordering
oh enchantment, it is written in the manner of Stephane Jtollarm^, with
each of the characters progressing from one point to another:
This winter air is keen and cold,
And keen and cold this winter sun.
But round my chair the children run
Like little things of dancing gold.
Sometimes about the painted kiosk
The mimic soldiers strut and stride,
Sometimes the blue-eyed brigands hide .
In the bleak tangles of the bosk.
And sometimes, while the old nurse cons
Her book, they steal across the square,
And launch their paper navies where
Huge Triton writhes in greenish bronze.
And now in mimic flight they flee.
And now they rush, a boisterous band—
And, tiny hand on tiny hand,
Climb up the black and leafless tree,
Ahl cruel tree! if I were you.
And children climbed me, for their sake
Though it be winter I would break
Into spring blossoms white and bluel^^
"The children" play at "soldiers," etc. The "old nurse," as she "cons /
Her book," transports herself to another world. And Wilde, expressing
his sympathy toward "the children" and their fantasies, wishes to become
64 Poems., p. 251.
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a "tree" so that he might "break / Into . . . blossoms white and blue"
for their delight.
By contrasting the various elements in this poem, Wilde obtains
some striking effects. For example, the "winter sun" is "keen and cold,"
but "the children"—"little things of dancing gold"--are warm and
artificial. In turn, "the children" become (organized) "soldiers" who
"strut and stride" and (disorganized) "brigands" who "hide / In the
bleak tangles of the bosk." The nurse's oblivlousness, as she "cons /
Her book," contrasts with the childrens* stealthiness, as they cross
"the square." Barrenness and fruitfulness are conveyed by "black and
leafless tree" and "spring blossoms white and blue."
Central to "Le Jardin des Tuileries" is Wilde*s belief that children
(and everyone, for that matter) should experience beauty. The concluding
lines of the poem, therefore, are important. When Wilde desires to
decorate the "bleak and leafless tree" (the "cruel tree") with "blossoms
white and blue,"'^^ he seemingly is illustrating principles that he sets
forth in "The English Renaissance of Art." Paraphrasing Plato's
Republic; he declares that "children" should "grow up"
in a single atmosphere of all fair things . . .
where beauty, which is the spirit of art, will
come on eye and ear like a fresh breath of wind
that brings health from a clear upland, and in
sensibly and gradually draw the child's soul.inr
to harmony with all knowledge and wisdom, so
65
Here the "black . . . tree" with "blossoms white and blue"
is reminiscent of the black-trunked and blue-leaved trees of a
Beardsley poster.
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that he will love what is beautiful and good,
and hate what is evil and ugly (for they always
go together) long before he knows the reason why.^^
Despite-variations in technique, the poems of Wilde will generally
show that the pursuit of beauty (in form and content) and the search
for' new sensations or emotional experiences are the guiding principles
of art for art's sake.
Miscellanies, pp. 270-271.
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ARTIFICIALITY, MORBIDITY, AND PERVERSITY
As a decadent, Wilde preferred the artificial to the natural. Main
taining that the first duty in life was to be as artificial as possible,
he believed that to be natural was to be obvious, and to be obvious was
to be inartistic.
(
Wilde regarded nature (the natural) as inferior to art (the arti
ficial). In this respect he was similar to Baudelaire, for whom "nature,
in nearly all its manifestations, was abhorrent," and "art was his god."l
From Whistler, who preached the beauty of art as opposed to natural
beauty, Wilde learned that turn of thought which placed nature under an
obligation to art. Whistler's capricious statements about *'*foolish"
sunsets and "Nature catching up to Art"'^ set Wilde»s nimble, paradoxical
wit in motion. He declares, in ^ Decay of Lying, that "what Art really
reveals to us in Nature*s lack of design, her curious crudities, . .
her absolutely unfinished condition. ... Art is our spirited protest,
our gallant attempt to teach Nature her proper place.And later, in
the same essay, he adds:
Art never expresses anything but itself.
• . . All bad art comes from returning to
Life and Nature, and elevating them into ideals. '
• ^ Baudelaire, Flowers of Evil, tr. and ed. George Dillonand Edna St. Vincent Millay (New York: Harper and Brothers,,1936) .p. xxxi.
^ Quoted in Jackson.
^ Selected Writings, p. 1.
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Life and Nature may sometimes be used as part
of Art's rough material, but before they are
of any real service to Art they must be trans
lated into artistic conventions. . . . Life
imitates Art far more than Art imitates
Life.^
By preferring the artificial to the natural, Wilde repudiated
Rousseau's famous Discours de Dijon, in which he states
that the elaborate culture of the eighteenth
century was not an achievement but a degeneracy.
He repeated the argument in later books (Emile,
the Lettre ^ D'Alembert« La Nouvelle Heloise)»
and drove it home with an ardent dialectic. . . .
As a result, the badness of civilization and
the virtues of nature became part of a new
sensibility, which we usually call Romantic;
so much a part of it, in fact, that any revolt
against Romanticism--when it came--was bound
to be a revolt against the primitive and the
natural. The cult of decadence is just such
a revolt. But here is the paradox; the decadents,
even when they refused to live by Rousseau's
gospel, never denied its truth. They were
like unfrocked priests celebrating the Black
Mass--perfectly aware that their cult was blas
phemous. They accepted Nature as the norm,
and primitivism as synonymous with virtue.
They admitted, either tacitly or enthusiastically
(depending on the individual writer's desire to
shock and astonish), that anything different,
anything civilized or "artificial," was a priori
unnatural and depraved. From the very beginning,
decadent sensibility is thus self-consciously per
verse; and its cult of the artificial distinguishes
it sharply from Romanticism, whatever traces of
depravity may be found in certain Romantics.^
Furthermore, the "artificial" assumed "a neurotic gloss," becoming "a
^ Ibid.. pp. 35-36,
^ Carter, pp. 4-5.
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source of . . . psychosis"^ or morbidity.
For Wilde and his counterparts, this interest in the abnormal or
"depraved" was a means through which they could (like Poe or Delacroix)
realize their conception of the beautiful:
Roderick Ush«r, in Poe's weird story, the
Fall of the House of Usher, had shown a perverted
connoisseurship in books, scents and liquors
which reflected the author's sense of values to
be discovered in what was not normal and natural.^
And,
had not Delacroix perceived the splendour of misery?
Was not his painting a great and pitiful hymn rising
from scenes of ferocious carnage and barbarism? The
Voyage of aesthetic discovery could be pressed further,
towards stranger ends. What was gross and vile as well
as what was savage and barbarous might be made to yield
its quota of beauty; and any means were justified in
achieving that result.®
Wilde's utilization of the artificial, the morbid, and the perverse
in his poems finds axiomatic confirmation in his belief that the artist
is justified in taking up any subject that he can treat artistically.
As Wilde states in "The Soul of Man under Socialism": "The artist . . .
expresses everything. He stands outside his subject, and through its
medium produces incomparable and artistic effects."^
^ Ibid., p. 22.
^ Gaunt, p. 12.
S Ibid.
9
Intentions and the Soul of Man, ed. Robert Ross (^London: Dawsons
of Pall Mall, 1969), p. 308.
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For Wilde and other decadents, art cast a glamour over the city
and all the artificial things evoked by that word. While Wilde con
tinued to Indulge in the "pastoral" mood, he demonstrated an interest
in the romantic attractions of London^®: its streets and theaters, the
art objects to be found in its museums and art shops, its women of the
streets, and so on.
For example, in the last stanza of "Impression du Matin," the sun,
breaking through a veil of fog, reveals a "pale woman" of the streets
(as opposed to the ruddy miaid of the country), with "wan hair" and "lips
of flame" (reflecting the peroxide of hydrogen and the rouge, which are
among the media of the craft of this ancient profession);
Then suddenly arose the clang
Of waking life; the streets were stirred
With country waggons: and a bird
Flew to the glistening roofs and sang.
But one pale woman all alone,
The daylight kissing her wan hair,
Loitered beneath the gas lamps' flare.
With lips of flame and heart of stone.H
Wilde again achieves a cosmetical, rather than a natural, effect
in his sonnet "Queen Henrietta Maria," one of a set of five "Impressions
de Theatre," in which he portrays Ellen Terry--a celebrated actress--
wlth "Hair of Gold" and "Crimson Llps,"^^ Exploiting further the
10 The fusion of the modern and the artificial united two basically
opposed ideas: a hatred of modern civilization and a love of the refine
ments that modern civilization made available--a contradiction which
decadent sensibility never resolved. See Carter, p. 6.
Poems, p. 101. (The influence here is Baudelairian.)
p. 179.
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artificial climate of the theater, Wilde--in "Fabien Dei Franchi"--objects
to "commonplace" roles for his friend, Henry Irving, and insists that he
should rightfully be a great Shakespearean actor;
thou wert made
For more august creation! frenzied Lear
Should at thy bidding wander on the heath
With the shrill fool to mock him.^^
And in "Gamma," Wilde, ever searching for new sensations, wishes that a
much-admired actress--instead of placing herself "in the midmost shrine
of Artemis . . . antique-limbed and stern"--would assume the part of
Cleopatra (the "serpent of old Nile") and make him her "Anthony,
Choosing art objects as his subject-matter, Wilde (Pygmalion-like)
makes them come to life in "The Sphinx" and in "Le Panneau,"
In "The Sphinx" ("*a poem that does not end, a gigantic python
crawling in the dark, a haunting memory of a thought endlessly re
peated*"), Wilde changes the "inviolate and immobile" Sphinx into a
"curious cat."^^ By developing the idea that she, is "half woman and
half animal"^^ with a "subtle-secret . , smile,he elevates her
to the proportions of Leonardo's "Mona Lisa," who is nature and woman
Ibid., p. 175.
Ibid., p. 179.
Quoted in Philippe Jullian, Oscar Wilde, tr. Violet Wyndham
(New York: The Viking Press, 1969), pp, 250-251,
Poems, p, 289.
Ibid., p. 290.
Ibid., p. 298.
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(or the eternal prostitute). Endowing her with the powers of an en
chantress, he commands her to resurrect the pieces of her dead lover,
"Ammon": "Go, seek his fragments on the moor and . , . from their broken
pieces make / Thy bruised bedfellow.She next assumes the character-
20
istics of a fatal woman, as he bids her to
Follow some roving lion's spoor across the
copper-coloured plain.
Reach out and hale him by the mane and bid
him be your paramour!
Couch by his side upon the grass and set your
white teeth in his throat.
Here, her method of attack ("white teeth in his throat") reveals that
she is now vampire-like. This idea is repeated later when (as in Poe's
"The Raven") Wilde asks the creature what drew her to him:
What songless tongueless ghost of sin crept
through the curtains of the night.
And saw my taper burning bright, and knocked,
and bade you enter in.^^
Calling her a "hideous animal," he then dismisses her as a "false
23Sphinx." Thus, in one stroke, he converts her into a Sphinx once
more.
Ibid., p. 304.
20 The kiss of the lustful lady (or femme fatale) was death. See
Buckley, p, 231, D, Rossetti's "Sister Helen (in the ballad of the
same name) is a cruel, fatal woman, destroying the man whose destiny
lies in her power": from Praz, p. 218.
Poems, p. 306.
22 Ibid., p. 309.
23 Ibid.
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"Le Panneau" (adapted from an oriental panel-relief) is--like "The
Sphinx"--a seduction-drama. Written in the style of Verlaine's "absinthe'
tinted" poems, it is highly artificial and erotic:
She takes a lute of amber bright,
And from the thicket where he lies
Her lover, with his almond eyes,
Watches her movements in delight.
And now she gives a cry of fear,
And tiny tears begin to start;
A thorn has wounded with its dart
The pink-veiled sea-shell of her ear
And now she laughs a merry note;
There has fallen a petal of the rose
Just where the yellow satin shows
The blue-veined flower of her throat.
Whatever feeling of spirited enjoyment may be conveyed here, the descrip
tion of movement together with the adverbial and adjectival qualifiers
tend to produce an effect of stasis. The metrical, rhythmical, and
syntactical elements of these lines combine to conceal rather than to
flaunt their human implications.
The first stanza of "Le Panneau" pictures the "ivory girl" as a
figurine (who has not yet come to life);
Under the rose-tree's dancing shade
There stands a little ivory girl,
Pulling the leaves of pink and pearl
With pale green nails of polished jade.
And in the last stanza, which is an inversion of the first, she again
becomes a figurine:
24
Ibid., pp. 254-255.
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With pale green nails of polished jade,
Pulling the leaves of pink and pearl,
There stands a little ivory girl
Under the rose-tree's dancing shade.
Artificiality dominates Wilde's metaphors, similes, and vocabulary.
Attempting to overcome some of nature's "curious crudities," Wilde trans
forms things of nature into artificer's creations. A "daisy" becomes a
"white-feathered shield of gold" in "Apologia";the "moon," a "silver
26lamp" in "Ravenna"; ° and "the sky," a "little tent of blue" in "The
Ballad of Reading Gaol."^^ In the "Symphony in Yellow," the "fog" re
sembles a "yellow silken scarf" and the "Thames," "a rod of rippled
jade,"^®
Wilde frequently personifies nature, displaying its various
characteristics and capabilities. In "Lotus Leaves," the "day," being
"envious," "stretches long hands to catch" the "feet" of the "moon."
And in the same poem, an energetic "sun" springs "up ... to run his
29
race." Nature is ruled by its emotions in "The Garden of Eros,"
where
One pale narcissus loiters fearfully
Close to a shadowy nook, where half afraid
Of their own loveliness some violets lie
Ibid., p. 198.
Ibid., p. 17.
27 Ibid., p. 315.
Ibid., p. 259.
Ibid., p. 241.
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That will not look the gold sun in the face
For fear of too much splendour,
And nature is erotic in "The Garden of Eros"; "the yellow iris"
Leans back its throat, as though it would be
kissed
By its false chamberer, the dragon-fly.
In "Charmides," nature is enterprising: "the pale moon / Washes the trees
32with silver"; and in "La Bella Donna della Mia Mente," Wilde, relying
on a nature that is receptive and helpful, asks the "twining branches"
to
weave a crown
Of apple-blossoms white and red.^^
One of Wilde's very morbid but fine artistic achievements is
"Requiescat," a short poem recalling Arnold's "Requiescat" and Ernest
Dowson's "The Dead Child." Written in a minor key, it commemorates the
death of a beautiful woman--a topic which the decadents considered to
.34be very poetical. Its manner is subdued--its language direct, spare,
and concrete--as the nature of the subject requires. Charming in its
unaffected simplicity, "Requiescat" centers upon ideas of life and
death and combines images of beauty with thoughts of morbidity.
Ibid., p. 41.
Ibid,, p. 53.
Ibid., p. 140.
33
Ibid., p. 113.
See Praz, p. 27.
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Wilde makes the startling observation--in the first stanza of
"Requiescat"--that the corpse buried "under the snow . . , can hear /
Q C
The daisies grow" --a notion expressed by Dorian, in The Picture of
Dorian Gray, when he asks if the dead Sybil Vane "can . . . feel, or
36
know, or listen." These ideas apparently derive from Pantheism--
doctrine of the Infinite Substance--vrtiich holds that God is everything
and everything is God. Applying his perverse and fantastical version
of this doctrine in "Panthea," Wilde imagines that the dead "rise not
again" but become one with the Infinite Substance or God ("the Kosmic
Soul"):
We shall be
Part of the universal whole,
And through all aeons mix and mingle with the
Kosmic Soul!
We shall be notes in that great Symphony
Whose cadence circles through the rhythmic
spheres,
And all the live World's throbbing heart shall
be
One with our heart, the stealthy creeping
years
Have lost their terrors now, we shall not die.
The Universe itself shall be our Immortality!^8
The dead--havihg achieved "Immortality"--will assume god-like powers'.
Omnipresent and omniscient, they will identify themselves with the
Poems,,p. 57.
36 P. 113.
PoeiM, p. 187.
38 Ibid., p. 191.
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various workings and forces of nature;
So when men bury us beneath the yew
Thy crimson-stained mouth a rose will be
And thy soft eyes lush bluebells dimmed with dew.
And when the white narcissus wantonly
Kisses the wind its playmate some faint joy
Will thrill our dust, and we will be again
fond maid and boy.
And thus without life* s conscious torturing pain
In some sweet flower we will feel the sun.
And from the linnet's throa^ will sing again.
And as two gorgeous-mailed snakes will run
Over our graves, or as two tigers creep
Through the hot jungle where the yellow-eyed
huge lions sleep
And give them battle!
Supernaturally sensitive to "all sensuous life," the dead will "hear"
such things as "the daisies grow":
We shall inform ourselves
Into all sensuous life, the goat-foot Faun,
The Centaur, or the merry bright-eyed Elves
That leave their dancing rings to spite the
dawn
Upon the meadows, shall not be more near
Than you and I to nature's mysteries, for we
shall hear
The thrush's heart beat, and the daisies grow.^^
The gruesome description of the dead woman's state, begun in the
first stanza of "Requiescat," continues in the second, where images of
life and beauty are juxtaposed with those of death and decay:
All her bright golden hair
Tarnished with rust.
Ibid., p'. 189.
p- 190,
77
She that was young and fair
Fallen to dust.
The mixture of flowers and instruments of torture is extremely common
in decadent literatureThus, the poet, in the six lines that follow,
first subtly pictures the woman as a flower ("lily-like," etc.) in life
and then as a subject of grisly torture ("coffin-board ... on her
breast") in death:
Lily-like, white as snow,
She hardly knew
She was a woman, so
Sweetly she grew.
Coffin-board, heavy stone,
Lie on her breast.
Wilde may have borrowed this morbid detail from Baudelaire's "The
Remorse of the Dead" ("Remords Posthume"), in which a beautiful woman^
/ O
buried, is tormented by "the stone upon" her "trembling breast," and
so on. The idea implied by the title, "Requiescat" ("iraay he or she
rest"), gathers meaning as Wilde suddenly ceases his vexations over the
seemingly cruel fate of the pure, innocent woman and declares, "She is
at rest," (It is the poet's mind, not the corpse's, which is in a state
'•43of unrest--a kind of surprise ending frequently used by the decadents.)
See Praz, p. 350.
/ O
The Flowers of Evil; A Selection, ed. Marthiel and Jackson
Mathews (New York: New Directions Books, 1958), pp. 36-38.
^3 poe frequently provides a surprise ending.
"The literature of decadence may be said to have begun with Poe, or
more specifically with the translation of Poe by Baudelaire. It has, of
course, affinities with the eighteenth century Gothic novel and oriental
tale, as well as with their parallel manifestations in poetry": from
Richard A. Long and Iva G. Jones, "Towards a Definition of the Decadent
Novel," College English (December, 1960), p. 248.
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However, this affirmation does not terminate the morbid content of the
poem. In the concluding lines of the final stanza, Wilde surrenders
himself completely to the dead be'foved--a surrender that is unnatural
and psychologically unhealthy:
All my life's buried here,.
Heap earth upon it.
These lines--like those of the first stanza--create a dominant impression
of life entombed: a similarity which functions artistically as a frame
work for "Requiescat."
Equally as morbid as "Requiescat" is Wilde's "Chanson," an intro
spective monologue reflecting the '"craving for self-inflicted torture"
of the duped lover.In imitation of musical form, this poem is con
trapuntal, with contrasting items about love and death paralleling one
another:
A ring of gold and a milk-white dove
Are goodly gifts for thee.
And a hempen rope for your own love
To hang upon a tree.
For you a House of Ivory
(Roses are white in the rose-bower)I
A narrow bed for me to lie
(White, 0 white, is the hemlock flower)!
Myrtle and jessamine for you
(0 the red rose is fair to see)!
For me the cypress and the rue
(Fairest of all is rose-mary).'
For you, three lovers of your hand
(Green grass where a man lies dead)!
Buckley, p. 231.
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For me three paces on the sand
(Plant lilies at my head)1^5
Two (typically decadent) citaracters--a fatal woman and her would-be
lover (or sacrificed man)--figure in "Chanson." By assigning certain
objects or things to the woman and to himself, the lover reveals the
details of their involvement. Exotic^^ and erotic objects--"a ring
of gold," "a milk-white dove," "a House of Ivory," and "three lovers"
suggest courtship, endearment, co-habitation, and unfaithfulnesis (on
the part of the woman). Things usually associated with torture and
death--"a hempen rope," "the cypress and the rue," and "three paces on
the sand"--betray the utter despair and profound melancholy of the lover,
who, it seems, has been replaced by the last of "three lovers":
For you three lovers of your hand
(Green grass where a man lies dead)!
Throughout most of "Chanson," parenthetical exclamations'about
"flowers signify modulations of response"^7--inodulations which symbolize
the lover*s (inmost) morbid thoughts and feelings. For example--when
the lover admires the "red rose," he seems to be symbolically praising
the woman's (surface--not intrinsic) beauty:
(0 the red rose is fair to see)!
And, here, the lover regards "rose-mary" as the "fairest" of all flowers
apparently because it is a symbol of remembrance and constancy--attributes
^5 Poems, p. 115,
^6 Exoticists may be termed sensation collectors.
San Juan, p. 43.
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not present in the woman:
(Fairest of all is rose-mary)l
From beginning to end of "Chanson," Wilde--by combining tortures
with flowers--creates a strange and unwholesome effect. For instance,
the lover--in the concluding lines of the poem—first torments himself
with the idea of burial in "sand" or unrest in death and then, com
pletely subservient to the fatal woman (who here resembles fate),^®
asks her to mark his grave with "lilies"—conventional (decadent) flowers
of life and of death:
For me three paces on the sand
(Plant lilies at my head)!
Such elements as death and flowers, tortures and flowers, beauty
and death, or melancholy and beauty, are combined not only in "Requiescat"
and "Chanson" but also in a number of other poems by Wilde. These ele
ments are probably derived, in part, from "the aesthetic theory of the
Horrid and the Terriblewhich gradually developed during the eighteenth
49century; or they may have been suggested by Keats, who states, in'his
"Ode on Melancholy," that melancholy "dwells with Beauty,"^0 and by
Baudelaire, who writes: "*La m^lancolie, toujours inseparable du
Praz (p. 203) notes that Swinburne, in "Laus Veneris," presents
variations upon the idea of "the Eternal Feminine disguised as Fate,
who, as in one of Petrarch's Trionfi^ drags, chained to her chariot,
heroes of all times and all lands."
See p. 27.
Keats, p. 220.
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sentiment du beau.'"^^
In "Ballade de Marguerite," "lilies" identify the "bier" of
Marguerite:
Nay, nay, for I see white lilies clear.
It is no strong man who lies on the bier,52
"Violets" decorate the corpse in "The Grave of Keats":
No cypress shades his grave, no funeral yew,
But gentle violets weeping with the dew
Weave on his bones an ever-blossoming chain,
"Flowers" are associated with soldiers' graves in "Ave Imperatrix":
For not in quiet English fields
Are these, our brothers, lain to rest.
Where we might deck their broken shields
With all the flowers the dead love best.^^
"Poppies" and the "dead" dwell together in "The Grave of Shelley":
And, where the chaliced poppies flame to red.
In the still chamber of yon pyramid
Surely some Old-World Sphinx lurks darkly hid,
Grim warder of his pleasaunce of the dead.^^
In Charmides," the "Dryad maid," who, for days, adores the body of the
drowned Grecian lad, is shot with an arrow by her mistress, Artemis.
Wilde--in recording the scene—combines "flowers,'.' torture, and "death"
(and shows here, as he so often does in his writings, that behind every
51 Quoted in Praz
52
Poems. P- 161.
53 Ibid,, P- 157.
54
Ibid., p. 29.
55 Ibid., p. 169.
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exquisite and beautiful thing that exists, there Is something tragic)^^:
And where the little flowers of her breast
Just brake into their milky blossoming,
This murderous paramour, this unbidden guest,
Pierced and struck deep in horrid clambering,
And plowed a bloody furrow with its dart,
And dug a long red road, and cleft with winged
death her heart.
The "dead," "blood" (with its suggestive overtones of torture or murder)
and "lilies" mix together in "The Dole of the King's Daughter":
What do they there so stark and dead?
(There is blood upon her hand)
Why are the lilies flecked with red?
(There is blood on the river sand.)^^
Linking death and flowers, Wilde—in "The Ballad of Reading Gaol"—
argues that the ground of the condemned man's grave would yield superior
roses:
They think a murderer's heart would taint
Each simple seed they sow.
It is not true I God's kindly earth
Is kindlier than men know,
And the red rose would but blow more red.
The white rose whiter blow.^^
Like several of Wilde's poems, "The Ballad of Reading Gaol" is
animated with a conscious will to explore the darker aspects of hunan
experience (or evil). Reflecting numerous Influences (such as Coleridge's
56 See Praz, p. 344.
Poems, p. 145.
Ibid., p. 164.
59 p, 337.
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"The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," W. E. Henley's In Hospital, Rudyard
Kipling's "Danny Deever," and Thomas Hood's "The Dream of Eugene Aram"),
it consists of six parts, with stanzas of six lines each. Its subject-
matter is simple, A soldier is in gaol under sentence of death for
murder. One of the prisoners—on learning of the soldier's fate--records
the effect on himself and the other prisoners. Though "The Ballad of
Reading Gaol" is, now and then, a plea for prison reform, it is mainly
a congeries of morbid sensations, (A peculiar type of poetic artifice,
it is realistic and romantic, propaganda and poetry--an amalgamation
that Wilde, himself, regarded as somewhat inartistic,
Throughout this poem, Wilde uses 'a poignantly repetitive, circular
pattern in meter and narration. The center of authority is the '.'I,"'
who alternately functions as protagonist and elegiac chorus or acts as
'variable persona' (typical figure or spokesman).Modifying the
ballad form by adding two more lines to the regular tight four-line
stanza, Wilde employs these two lines either as refrains or as stages
of narrative movement. This pattern fits the '"Longinian" strategy of
the poem, which involves extensive phrasal and clausal iteration, with
emphasis on nouns rather than verbs, or essences rather than rela
tions,'^^
Wilde attempts to make form and content one in "The Ballad of
See Letters. pp, 654-655,
San Juan, p. 214.
Ibid,, p. 225.
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Reading Gaol," The regular beat and measured rhythm of his (impersonal)
ballad stanza serve to imitate the monotonous marching of the prisoners
as they go about their routine, to underline the relentless horror and
suffering that invade the poem. The perverse and outrageous idea that'
Wilde first applied in respect to Salome arid Iokanaan--namely, that
"each man kills the thing.he loves"-**occurs repeatedly and, like a
motif, helps to unify the poem (which is more heterogeneous than homo
geneous):
Yet each man kills the thing he loves,
By each let this be heard.
Some do it with a bitter look,
Some with a flattering word;
The coward does it with a kiss.
The brave man with a sword-I
Like Poe, Wilde analyzes the effects of fear, which, here, take on the
form of a dance:
Around, around^ they waltzed and wound;
Some wheeled in smirking pairs;
With the mincing step of a demirep
Some sidled up the stairs;
And with subtle sneer, and fawning leer.
Each helped us at our prayers.
By comparing an inanimate object to something "living", he makes it
more vivid and morbid:
With yawning mouth the yellow hole
Gaped for a living thing;
The very mud cried out for blood
To the thirsty asphalte ring;
Ibid., p. 316.
Ibid., p. 330.
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And we knew that ere one dawn grew fair
Some prisoner had to swing.
He creates strange juxtapositions, combining the sweet and morbid:
It is sweet to dance to violins
When Love and Life are fair;
To dance to flutes, to dance to lutes
Is delicate and rare;
But it is not sweet with nimble feet
To dance upon the airl^^
As in "Requiescat," Wilde imparts the feeling that the dead suffer in
death:
In Reading gaol by Reading town
There is a pit of shame.
And in it lies a wretched man
Eaten by teeth of flame.
In a burning winding-sheet he lies.
And his grave has got no name. '
Wilde's dictum that the poet is free to write about any subject,
so long as he is artistic, seems to be justification enough for the
utilization of artificiality, morbidity, and perversity in his poems.
However, it is necessary to remember that his emphasis here is derived
(in part) from the decadents' renunciation of Rousseau's naturism--a
renunciation which developed into a preference for whatever was artifi
cial, anti-natural or abnormal. Linked to the main tendencies of decadent
sensibility (its intellectualism and its will-power), this^renunciation
was responsible for Wilde's carefully finished poems, his subiect-matter
Ibid., p. 326.
66 Ibid., p. 322.
67 Ibid.. p. 345.
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dealing with the unnatural and the abnormal, the city and Its refine
ments as opposed to the country and its nature, and so on.
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ART AND MORALITY
In several of his poems, Wilde experiences a typically decadent
"conflict between the amoral dictates of a deliberate aesthetic creed
and the unwelcome compulsions of a moral or social conscience" --a kind
of "doubt and dread arising from the clash between Pagan appetite and
Christian morality."^ He apparently borrowed his method--characteri2ed
by "sudden leaps from proud self-indulgence to humility and contrite
self-abnegation"^--from such works as Pater's Marius, the Epicurean and
from Baudelaire's ^ Fleurs ^ Mai. Because it relieves "any very in
tensified emotion ... by some emotion that is its opposite, Wilde
believed his method to be physiologically and artistically justified.
This dualistic or antithetical theme is especially well illustrated in
"The Sphinx," "The Flower of Love," "The Harlot's House," and "H^lasI"
Wilde makes form and content one in "H^las.'"--where (according to
Richard Ellraann)^ he alternately invokes his former mentors--Pater and
Ruskin--who function as contending forces within him. However, Ruskin,
who represents Wilde's social or moral self, is superseded by Pater,
who represents Wilde's sensual or aesthetic self:
^ Buckley, p. 235.
2
San Juan, p. 9.
^ Ibid.
^ Letters, p. 143.
^ "Overtures to Salome," Oscar Wilde: ACollection of Critical
Essays, ed. Richard Ellmann (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey; Prentice-Hall,
Inc., 1969), p. 87.
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To drift with every passion till my soul
Is a stringed lute on which all winds can play.
Is it for this that I have given away
Mine ancient wisdom, and austere control?
Methinks my life is a twice-written scroll
Scrawled over on some boyish holiday
With idle songs for pipe and virelay,
Which do but mar the secret of the whole.
Surely there was a time I might have trod
The sunlit heights, and from life's dissonance
Struck one clear chord to reach the ears of God:
Is that time dead? lo! with a little rod
I did but touch the honey of romance--
And must I. lose a soul's inheritance?^
The predominant influence in "H^las!" is Pater's "Conclusion" to
The Renaissance, in which the author states that it is "not the fruit
of experience, but experience itself," which is the goal in life; that
our only hope lies "in getting as many pulsations as possible into the
given time"; and that "the poetic passion, the desire of beauty, the
love of art for art's sake," imparts "the highest quality to . . . moments
as they pass."^ For Wilde, these statements serve to justify his
artistic hedonism: the desire (in "H^las!") "to drift with every passion"
until his "soul / Is a stringed lute on which all winds can play." (Here,
the image is a lute and not an "Aeolian harp," favorable to the romantics
proper "because it harmonized man and nature." Also, "the winds are
winds of temptation" and not "gusts of Lake Country air.")'®
Like all decadents, Wilde wishes to experience "every passion"--not
6 Poems, p. 21.
^ Pages 158-159.
g
Richard Ellmann, ed., The Artist as Critic: Critical Writings
of Oscar Wilde (New York: Random House, 1969), p. xlv!
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that he may understand all things but that he may luxuriate in his ex
perience. This,is true in "H^las!" and in other poems, as well. In
"The Burden of Itys," Wilde writes:
I would be drunk with life,
Drunk with the trampled vintage of my youth.^
He continues similarly in "Panthea";
Nay, let us walk from fire unto fire.
From passionate pain to deadlier delight.
In the same poem, he worships emotion but renounces the intellectual
element, the thinking and knowing;
For, sweet, to feel is better than to know.
And wisdom is a childless heritage,
One pulse of passion--youth*s first fiery glow,--
Are worth the hoarded proverbs of the sage:
Vex not thy soul with dead philosophy.
Have we not lips to kiss with, hearts to
love and eyes to see,'^^
And in "Charmides," the summum bonum of life is
A fiery pulse of sin, a splendid shame,
or
One -scorching harvest from those fields of
flame
Where passion walks.
Although Wilde "drifts with every passion," he is aware (in "H^las!")
of transcendental values. In the lines beginning "Is it for this"--he
^ Poems, p. 92.
10 Ibid., p. 183.
Ibid.
Ibid., p. 152.
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reproaches himself for giving up his "ancient wisdom" and "austere con
trol" in favor of his present life of artistic frivolousness--a life
made up of "idle songs for pipe and virelay": songs devoid of a moral
or social purpose but dedicated to art for art's sake. Furthermore,
he admits that his "idle songs . . , mar the secret of the whole"--the
"v7hole" being "a twice-written ccroll"--a life influenced (in turn) by
Ruskin and Pater. While both Ruskin and Pater taught Wilde to appreciate
beauty, Ruskin, especially, provided him with a moral or social con
science—a conscience to which he alludes in "L'Envoi":
This increased sense of .the absolutely
satisfying value of beautiful workmanship, this
recognition of the primary importance of the
sensuous element in art, this love of art for
art's sake, is the point in which we of the
younger school have made a departure from the
teaching of Mr. Ruskin,—a departure definite
and different and decisive.
Master indeed of the knowledge of all
noble living and of the wisdom of all spiritual
things will he be to us ever, seeing that it
was he who by the magic of his presence and the
music of his lips taught us at Oxford that en
thusiasm for beauty which is the secret of Hellen
ism, . . . and yet In his art criticism, . . .
we are no longer with him; for the keystone to
his aesthetic system is ethical always.
The secret" is that Wilde--a follower of Pater--still possesses enough
of the Ruskin conscience to reflect that higher goals were once within ^
his reach: he "might have trod / The sunlit heights, and from life's
dissonance / Struck one clear chord to , . . God." (Wilde is here re
ferring to Ruskin's preference for "Gothic architecture," which, though
Miscellanies, pp. 31-32.
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filled *with human imperfection--"life's dissonance"'—reached heaven-
14
ward.)
In the lines that follow, Wilde continues to confess his decadent
self-indulgence: "lo! with a little rod / I did but touch the honey of
romance." His allusion is to Jonathan's answer to Saul in I Samuel
(14:43): '"I did but taste a little honey with the end of the rod that
was in mine hand, and lo, I must die,'^*^^ which Wilde perhaps remembered
Pater's having used in his essay, "Wincklemann," in The Renaissance.
For Pater, Jonathan's reply summarizes "the artistic life with its in
evitable sensuousness" and is opposed to "Christian asceticism and its
antagonism to touch.But for Wilde, Jonathan's reply—altered to
include phallic suggestion--denies moral consequences.
Although Wilde—in "H^lasI"--allows his Paterian appetite for
sensuality to overpower his Ruskinian moral or social judgment, he
never completely renounces the Ruskin conscience. It finally prompts
him to ask if--for touching "the honey of romance"--he "must • . , lose
a soul's inheritance?"
The antithetical theme of "H^las!" acquires striking linnedlacy in
"The Sphinx." Here, the two extremes of the eternal--the cyclic' in
finitude of the Sphinx and Wilde's own time-bound finitude--are
Critical Essays, p. 87.
Quoted in Critical Essays, p. 87.
16 Ibid.
92
contrasted:
A thousand weary centuries are thine
while I have hardly seen
Some twenty summers cast their green
for Autumn's gaudy liveries, ' •
This opposition develops into an increasing tension which culminates in
Wilde's attempt to counteract his Pagan (or bestial) instincts with
Christian values. The "beautiful and silent Sphinx" of the opening lines
becomes, towards the end of the poem, a "loathsome mystery."
"The Sphinx" reflects numerous artistic and literary influences
(including Baudelaire's "Les Chats," Poe's "The Raven," paintings of
Gustave Moreau, and ancient legends and ii^ths)--all blended together in
sensational combinations. Without plot, tale, or fable, it consists
wholly of queries and demands hurled at the Sphinx by the poet. In the
beginning of the poem, Wilde--suffering from an illusion created by his
restless and oscillating mind--sees a Sphinx in a dim corner of his room.
Finding this "exquisite grotesque" irresistible, he invites her to come
forward:
Come forth my lovely languorous Sphinx! and
put your head upon my knee!^®
He reviews all the focal moments of the Sphinx's existence, concentrating
mainly on her amours. He asks;
Who were your lovers? who were they
who wrestled for you in the dust?
Poems, p. 291,
18
Ibid., p. 290,
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Which was the vessel of your Lust?
What Leman had you, every day?!^
A suggestion of conflict occurs when Wilde occasionally interrupts his
sensual reveries with some fading outline of a religious vision;
Away to Egypt I Have no fear. Only
one God has ever died.
Only one God has let His side be
wounded by a soldier's spear.
Depicting the Sphinx as ever more sexually aggressive, Wilde urges her
to resurrect her dead lovers--to collect the "fragments" of Aninon's
monument;
Go, seek his fragments on the moor and
wash them in the evening dew,
And from their pieces make anew thy
mutilated paramourl^^
Or, if she grows "sick of dead divinities," she should seek a living
lover;
Follow some roving lion's spoor across the
copper-coloured plain,
Reach out and hale him by the mane and bid
him be your paramour!22
These unholy and unwholesome ecstasies--intensifying in the piling-up
of unrestrained incident and detail--seemingly reach a point where only
action can relieve their distressful effect. However, the poet abruptly
shifts his attitude from close identification with the Sphinx to complete
19 Ibid., p. 295.
20 Ibid., p. 305.
Ibi^., p. 304.
22 Ibid., p. 306.
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revulsion:
Why are you tarrying? Get henceI I
weary of your sullen ways,
I weary of your steadfast gaze, your
somnolent magnificence, ^
Having checked his wayward imagination, he allows his conscience to
function:
You wake in me each bestial sense, you make
me what I would not be.^^
Wilde then seeks refuge in the crucifLX--a symbol of certitude and doubt:
Go thou before, and leave
me to my crucifix.
Whose pallid burden, sick with pain, watches
the world with wearied eyes,
And weeps for every soul that dies, and weeps
for every soul in vain.^^
While the Sphinx--in its granitic lmmutability--stimulates passion but
does not satisfy it, the crucifix—a "pallid burden" that "weeps" but .
weeps in vain"--affords sympathy but does not provide salvation for
the "soul that dies." Thus, both the Sphinx (before the reversal) and
the crucifix (no less an artistic property than the "monoliths" and
nenuphars") are equivalents to, and objectifications of, Wilde's dilemma
Though structurally different from "The Sphinx," "Flower of Love"
continues its basic conflict.
Wilde's Poems (1881) is prefaced by "H^lasI" and concluded with
23 Ibid., p. 307.
24
Ibid., p. 309.
25
Ibid., pp. 309-310.
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"Flower of Love." While the content of both poems is similar, "Flower
of Love" may be regarded as a sequel or an answer to "H^las!" As Wilde
intimates in "H4las!"--his purpose in writing Poems has been to "drift
with every passion", to compose "idle songs for pipe and virelay." Now
that he has accomplished his aim, he tells how he feels.
Throughout "Flower of Love," Wilde confesses--in effect--that if
he had heeded Ruskin's tutelary voice, instead of Pater's, he might have
"climbed the higher heights" and "struck a better, clearer song." Ad
dressing his love ("Sweet"), who symbolizes his addiction to (Paterian)
untrammeled passion, he blames himself, not her, for his failure to
aspire to loftier poetic ideals:
Sweet, I blame you not, for mine the fault was,
had I not been made of common clay
I had climbed the higher heights unclimbed
yet, seen the fuller air, the larger day.
From the wildness of my wasted passion I had
struck a better, clearer song,
Lit some lighter light of freer freedom, battled
with some Hydra-headed wrong.
If he had written about his deeper feelings--his heart's "bitter secret"
(or Ruskinian conscience)--lovers would have benefited and not parted,
as Wilde and his love are now parting:
And at springtime, when the apple-blossoms
brush the burnished bosom of the dove,
Two young lovers lying in an orchard would
have read the story of our love
Would have read the legend of my passions,
known the bitter secret of my heart,
Ibid., p. 231.
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Kissed as we have kissed, but never parted
as we two are fated now to part. '
But--contrary to appearances—Wilde is not really regretful over his
past course of action. Believing—like Pater--that experience (and not
the fruit of experience) is to be valued most, he is satisfied that he
distinguished himself as a lover and not as a poet:
I have made my choice, have lived my poems,
and, though youth is gone in wasted days,
I have found the lover's crown of myrtle better
than the poet's crown of bays.28
Wilde again uses the idea of temptation and moral conflict in "The
Harlot's House." This poem (reflecting Baudelaire's "Dance Macabre,"
Poe's "The Haunted Palace," the art of F^^licien Rops and of Aubrey
Beardsley) depends on the present for its effects. Its plan is simple:
the poet is deserted by his loved one, and love is changed to lust. .
Most of the poem is a dance of death, which draws the poet's com
panion into the harlot's house:
Inside, above the din and fray.
We heard the loud musicians play
The 'Treues Liebes Herz' of Strauss.
Like strange mechanical grotesques.
Making fantastic arabesques,
The shadows raced across the blind.
We watched the ghostly dancers spin
To sound of horn and violin,
Like black leaves wheeling in the wind.
Ibid., p. 232.
28 Ibid., p. 233.
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Like wire-pulled automatons,
Slim silhouetted skeletons
Went sidling through the slow quadrille.
They took each other by the hand,
And danced a stately saraband;
Their laughter echoed thin and shrill.
Sometimes a clockwork puppet pressed
A phantom lover to her breast.
Sometimes they seemed to try to sing.
Sometimes a horrible marionette
Came out, and smoked its cigarette
Upon the steps like a live thing.
Then turning to my love, I said,
'The dead are dancing with the dead.
The dust is whirling with the dust.'
But she--she heard the violin,
And left my side, and entered in;
Love passed into the house of Lust.
Then suddenly the tune went false.
The Dancers wearied of the waltz,
The shadows ceased to wheel and whirl.
The weird mechanical movement of the shadowy puppets racing across the
blind, the distorted effect achieved by the ornate rhymes ("grotesques"
and "arabesques," "automatons" and "skeletons," "hand" and "saraband"),
and the sensuous images ("laughter thin and shrill," "puppet pressed a
phantom lover to her breast") all help to enforce the idea of the loved
one's being attracted to the "house of lust." First described as a
waltz ('Treues Liebes Herz' of Strauss), then as a "quadrille," then
as a "saraband," finally as a "walt2"--the dance takes on the character
of vagueness, instead of vividness. Contrasting discordantly with the
29 -Ibid. , pp. 249-250.
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precise diction of the remainder of the poem ("like a patch of impres
sionistic brush-work in the midst of a Poussin landscape" ) it under
lines the disparity between love and lust,
Wilde obtains artistic balance in "The Harlot's House" by framing
it with imagery of "feet." In the beginning lines, the sound of "dancing
feet" lures the couple to the place of evil:
We caught the tread of dancing feet.
We loitered down the moonlight street.
And stopped beneath the harlot's house.
In the concluding lines, "the dawn" comes "with silver-sandalled feet":
And down the long and silent street.
The dawn, with silver-sandalled feet.
Crept like a frightened girl.
Here, "dawn," creeping "like a frightened girl," is probably meant to
impersonate the loved one, who, "wearied of the waltz," now suffers
pangs of conscience.
In "The Harlot's House," as in "The Sphinx," "Flower of Love," and
"H^lasI"--the intrusion of morality or of Christian conscience is neither
Puritanic nor didactic; The crucifix in "The Sphinx" is a "decadent" .
one; therefore, it is ineffective. Ruskin is remembered but put aside
for the time being in "H^lasl" In "Flower of Love," Wilde only thinks
about what might have happened, had he followed Ruskin's--instead of
Pater's--teachings. "The Harlot's House" imparts a vague•feeling that
the loved one, after her lustful escapade, may have moral afterthoughts.
All in all, it can be said that the idea of morality in these poems is
Roditi, p. 29.
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not dominant but is used mostly as an artistic device (of contrast) and
in no way detracts from Wilde's aesthetic theory.
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THE POEMS AND WILDE
An analysis of the decadent elements in Wilde*s poems reveals, more
than anything else, their complexities.
These complexities largely originate from Wilde's imitativeness.
Because he believed that art--in an ugly age--should not borrow from life
but from art, his (endlessly derivative) poems show such influences as
the Elizabethans, this romantics, the pre-Raphaelites, nineteenth century
French poets and painters, Japanese art, Poe, and Whistler. For example,
a short poem like "La Mer" is not only imitative of Gautier, Flaubert,
and of Japanese art, but it records Wilde's own impressions of a sea
voyage. Although Wilde is frequently accused of writing pastiche, his
imitations never mar his poems, which are undeniably original and Wildean.
Except (perhaps) for "The Ballad of Reading Gaol," "The Harlot's
House," "The Sphinx," and "Requiescat," the majority of Wilde's poems are
no longer popular. The overly elaborate descriptions of the set flower-
pieces ("The Garden of Eros," "The Burden of Itys," "Panthea," etc.) and
the involved refrains of such poems as "Under the Balcony," "San Miniato,"
and "Endymion," make for tiresome reading. The empty attitudinizings in
some of the sonnets and longer poems oftentimes seem vulgar and contra
dictory. In fact, few poems are more foreign to our "purer" conceptions
of poetry than the bulk of his verse. While it is difficult to imagine
that his more ornate lines are derived from the same pre-Raphaelitism
that produced the relatively stark poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins, it is
also difficult to understand that the modern movement in American and
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English literature was, to a great extent, facilitated by the pre-Rapha^•
elites, Wilde, and other aesthetes who helped save art from becoming sub
merged in nineteenth century sentimentality, argumentativeness, and gross
reality.
Although Wilde's poems may, at times, seem obsolete and imperfect,
they are (if analyzed properly) interesting and important as art forms or
aesthetic objects. "The English Renaissance of Art"--to which the poems
are inferentially subscribed--is valuable as an aid toward understanding
them. However, this is true of all of Wilde's critical writings, for he
ranks as the greatest exponent of the poetics of later romanticism or
decadence. His essays together with other atithors' materials on decadence
enable one to see that his poems contain the major decadent elements (such
as those described by Symons and Goldfarb) found in the writings of later
nineteenth century England and France.
Wilde's poems are frequently criticized for their lavishly artificial
and insincere delineation of external nature. But Wilde would have wel
comed this type of criticism, for he deliberately planned that all his
effects.should create an impression of artificiality and insincerity,
elements which he held to be the "central virtues of his art." "Life and
Nature," he states, "may sometimes be used as part of Art's rough material,
but before they are of any real service to Art they must be translated
into artistic conventions." Thus, he follows his aesthetic theories when,
in some of his pastoral imitations, he makes the flowers bloom all at once
and not according to their time of season.
In view of Wilde's decadent values, the accusation that his poems
102
reflect his immorality is entirely invalid. Believing that the artist (who
stands outside his subject) is justified in taking up any subject which
he can treat artistically, Wilde explicitly states that "no artist has
ethical sympathies." So insistent is he that art is a foremost considera
tion in poetry that when he introduces the idea of morality, as in "The
Sphinx," he minimizes it to the point of inconsequentiality, using it
merely as an antithetical device of artistic contrast.
The complaint that Wilde's poems reflect an affected style, a lan
guage too researched and sometimes too effeminate, is well-founded. Re
belling against the "lax execution" and spontaneous expression of romanti
cism proper, Wilde, as an advocate of art for art's sake, pays more atten
tion to form than feeling, to making the whole of the poem subordinate to
its parts, to creating an "ingenious complicated style." In other words,
he places emphasis on the word, the sentence, and the stanza, always
trying to be a "dandy" with the pen, to include the unusual or startling
in thought and expression. For example, "The Ballad of Reading Gaol" is
mainly remembered for its numerous morbid and perverse sensations and not
for its subject-matter (a man is in gaol for killing his wife).
To classify Wilde's poems according to descriptive style and degree
of influence is rather futile. To say, for instance, that his poems
evolved from a period-piece ornateness to a simple, more delicate style
is hardly convincing. "Requiescat" (1881) is simpler and far more deli
cate than any of his later poems. Also, the belief that his poems reveal
an increasing dependence on French influences is equally fallacious.
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While some of the sardonic qualities of "Huraanitad" (1881) are derived
from Baudelaire's "L'Heautontimoroumenos," the subject-matter of "The
Ballad of Reading Gaol" (1898) is directly traceable to Baudelaire's
"Le Vin de L'Assassin."
Basically a fusion of art and sensation, Wilde's poems employ a
variety of techniques. One of these is transposition d_|_art, a method
which Wilde applies in "Symphony in Yellow." Though this poem's
musical title and repeated tones are in imitation of Whistler, it is
more than a pictorial impression. Its imagery (as in most of Wilde*s
verse) appeals simultaneously to all the senses. Moreover, Wilde
arranges his artistic effects so as to create strange sensations, fine
moods, and exquisite moments. For instance, the mood in "Symphony
in Yellow" and in "Le Jardin" is autumnal sadness, "Requiescat" advances
the perverse and morbid idea that the corpse "under the snow . . , can
hear / The daisies grow." "Impression: Le R^veillon" records the momen
tary effect of the sunrise.
In Wilde's poems, the various decadent elements--mimicry, exoticism,
dandyism, morbidity, perversity, virtuosity, etc.--are forms of artifi
ciality or unnaturalness. This means, then, that Wilde's poetic effects
are essentially self-conscious and deliberate.
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